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When I was in the corporate world, large companies would periodically 

embrace many different strategic goals for achieving success. While these 

goals were certainly beneficial, they often provided minimal impact except to 
create employee discontent. Where I worked, after all the meetings, pep 

rallies and paraphernalia—a leather bound book entitled, Strategic Goals 
created in support of the new endeavor—nothing ever changed in the 

organization, except the wasted time spent watching sleep-inducing 

PowerPoint® slides.  

The problem lay in the fact that no one in a leadership position knew how to 

convert strategic goals into specific, executable action steps to take in order 
to reach those goals. The executive committee would hand over the leather 

book to the senior staff and leave the execution of the goals to them. The 

senior staff would hand over the leather book to the vice presidents, who 
would hand it over to the managerial staff, who would glance at the book, 

and leave it on a shelf, never to be looked at again. 

Unfortunately, a company’s success is no longer measured by years, but by 
quarters, and the biggest obstacle to success is the absence of strategic 

execution. 

For any business to be successful, it must have a culture of execution. This 

means that all employees can successfully execute all of their daily 
decisions, knowing exactly how their decisions are linked to the success of 

the strategic goals of the business. 

 “Power is the ability to get things done.” 

—Rosabeth Moss Kanter, American director/chair of Harvard 

University Advanced Leadership Initiative   

Strategic goals are doomed to fail if you do not engage the employees who 

will be most affected by them. I was hired as an operations manager by a 

Fortune 500 company going through a third reorganization and a new CEO. 

The staff was obviously nervous and very frustrated. At the end of my 

second week on the job, I was given a 45-page process improvement plan 

written by an outside consulting company. This report listed forty process 

changes that, once implemented throughout the department, were supposed 

to help produce the goals stated in the new CEO’s strategic plan.  

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/r/rosabethmo380595.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/r/rosabethmo380595.html


I was never told exactly what those strategic goals were, except that they 

would improve the company. So I rolled up my sleeves, read the report, and 

excitedly got to work. 

 

Common sense told me that I must first speak to the experts of these 

processes—the staff. I sat down with the first of about 25 employees to 

discuss the changes that needed to be implemented. By the time I talked to 

the third employee, I realized that the consultants had only asked these 

employees how they performed their jobs. With only that information, the 

consultants went off and created the process changes they felt would ensure 

that the department would be doing its part in reaching the company’s 

strategic goals. The consultants never asked the employees if they had any 

process-improvement ideas or solutions, or if the consultants’ 

recommendations were even feasible. Many were not.  

 

I spent the next 18 months, sometimes spending 12- to 15-hour days, 

working with employees, soliciting their suggestions and ideas, tweaking, 

revising, and sometimes completely changing the improvement plan so it 

could be executable.  

 

Unbeknownst to me, engaging the employees’ input in these changes caused 

them to take ownership of the revised changes, work harder to ensure 

successful execution, and significantly improved their attitudes. 

 

For the rest of my management career, I never instituted changes without 

first discussing those changes as well as organizational goals with my staff. 

They have the solutions and usually much better ideas at reaching the goals. 

 

Communication and Confidence 

While working on my first strategic project, I unknowingly began learning 

about strategic execution. I also learned a lot about successful business 

communication. When it comes down to it, isn’t everything about 

communication? 

 

I discovered that for successful change, you first must gain feedback from 

those affected. You also need clear communication on purpose, goals, 

benefits, roles, responsibilities, rewards and consequences. By involving 

employees in the process, you gain new insights, ideas and cogent 



suggestions as well as gaining employees who want to make meaningful 

contributions to their work life.  

 

When I brought this new knowledge forward into my career, executing any 

kind of project I was involved in became so much simpler and easier, and it 

was financially successful for the company, too.  

 

From then on, I read a myriad of business books and took business classes, 

including those on strategy and execution. Up until a few years ago, I never 

realized that strategy execution is a skill that only a small percentage of 

companies perform well. I only knew that I loved it! Believe me; I did not 

start out my career wanting to learn how to execute strategy. I am 

extremely grateful for where my initial experience at that Fortune 500 

company has led me. 

 

This strategy execution skill has allowed me to successfully take on diverse 

projects that I found interesting and challenging. It has enhanced endeavors 

of various sizes that involved all kinds of strategic initiatives or changes. For 

me, having the confidence to take on different projects was personally 

challenging and great fun. As an extra benefit, this gave me more diverse 

skills to add to my repertoire. Looking back now, I would not have it any 

other way.  

 

Company-Wide Authentic Communication Is Key 

To be an effective leader at any level, from front-line supervisor to CEO, I 
encourage you to find out everything you can about your department, your 

division and your company. Learn what your staff is doing and the reasons 
behind their actions. The higher you go up the chain, the more filtered the 

information you receive. Therefore, it is best to personally find out what is 
really going on in the day-to-day world of your employees. Walk around and 

talk to your employees in simple English—no business speak. Get to know 
them. Even more important, let them get to know you. Always be honest 

and genuine. Talk about what is truly on your mind. Ask probing questions. 
Share your knowledge at every opportunity. Follow through on all of your 

commitments. This is being an authentic leader, and it will lead you to self-
satisfaction and success. 

 

When you begin encouraging employees to communicate with you, you 
begin learning about your organization’s ability to execute. Since your 

employees are the experts in their domain, they have the information 



necessary to understand the front-line impact of strategic decisions. This is 
crucial information that executive management is usually unaware of. 

Encourage employees, with absolutely no repercussions, to discuss their 
reasons why plan actions should be changed or eliminated. By providing 

employees with a safe environment for them to authentically share their 
input, creative suggestions, and solutions, you will begin to create an honest 

business culture that can lead to great collaboration, cooperation and 
success. 

 

Begin at the Beginning to Engage Employee Buy-In 

Assumptions are the foundation and a prerequisite to a great strategy. 

Executive management must use the most accurate data available to make 

assumptions about the business environment. These assumptions represent 

their opinions, beliefs and hopes underlying their strategy. Here is an 

example of an airline assumption: We assume that fuel costs will increase by 

5 percent over the next 12 months. 

 

Strategic projections are based on assumptions. Again, it is imperative that 

the data behind these assumptions be as accurate as possible. If the 

assumptions are unsupported, they could force significant changes to be 

made during plan execution in order to still achieve the strategic goals, or 

worse, cancellation of the plan altogether.  

 

Greg Githens, vice president at Strategic Initiatives and Innovation, states 

that, “Implementation teams have to accept the risks that assumptions 
might be wrong. Fortunately, following two commonsense rules helps avoid 

major mistakes: always document the assumptions in the plan and always 
validate them during execution.” 

 
“Developing and debating strategic assumptions with 

groups of employees is an excellent way to begin to get 

buy-in and commitment. With this buy-in comes a greater 
probability that the plan will actually be implemented.” 

—Mark Hollingsworth, President of 5i Strategic Affairs.  
 

You will also gain buy-in from department managers responsible for 
execution when you connect your strategic plans to their operational 

budgets.  

 

 

 

 



Engage, Educate and Empower  

In their book, Execution: The Discipline of Getting Things Done, published in 

2002 by Crown Business, Larry Bossidy and Ram Charan talk about a 
specific set of behaviors and techniques that companies must master in 

order to have a competitive advantage. Execution must be thought of as a 
discipline and a practice that is essential to success. 

 
Whether you are the CEO or line management, your goal is to create a 

culture based on execution and desired results. To create this culture you 
must engage, educate and empower those you manage to enable them to 

make informed decisions based on their knowledge of the company’s 
strategic goals. Besides, employee engagement and satisfaction should be at 

the top of every company’s strategic goals. 
 

Execution should be reflected everywhere in the organization. As a 

supervisor or manager, it should be reflected in the department you 
manage. Execution must be part of everyone’s actions, communications, 

meetings and reports. It should be practiced as an everyday discipline and is 
an essential part of strategy creation. In fact, good execution cannot exist 

without effective strategy, nor can effective strategy be created without 
knowing your department’s ability to execute it. 

 
To begin developing empowered employees and creating a culture of 

execution, you should engage your employees in the creation of strategic 
plans, goals and execution whenever possible. Frontline employees 

especially must be engaged in these discussions, as they will actually be 
executing the plan. If this is not practical, then invite one representative 

from every function. At the very least, you want a process that allows all the 
employees you are responsible for to have an opportunity to share their 

input. This empowers employees to automatically want to take responsibility 

and ownership for the strategic goals and execution plans they helped to 
create. 

 
Execution is also the result of thousands of decisions made every day by all 

employees based on the information they have. Empowerment turns them 
into well–informed and capable employees, ready to effectively deal with 

decisions that, in many companies, flow up to executive management. They 
will be more proactive and creative in problem solving, which provides more 

effective decision-making and allows for a more smoothly run operation 
across all levels. An educated work force also helps a company seize market 

opportunities faster. Knowing that employees can make informed decisions, 
executive management can then fully devote their expertise to strategic and 

global issues and be better prepared to successfully maneuver the 
continually changing business landscape. 



  

Being part of the creation of strategy/execution plans educates your 

employees in understanding the consequences of not achieving strategic 

goals. They begin to intimately understand exactly how their daily activities 

affect the success of the strategic goals, company success, their own 

promotions, 401 K’s, bonuses and profit sharing. Employees who understand 

how their job function makes money for the company can also drive revenue 

growth. 

 

Translating Strategic Goals into Executable Action 

To produce effective execution results, every employee must truly 
understand the strategy and its goals; therefore, state them as simply as 

possible.  
 

An excellent visual tool you can use to easily communicate the strategy and 
goals to the entire organization is part of what’s called a Corporate Level 

Strategy Map, created by Robert Kaplan and David P. Norton. You can use a 

Cascading Strategy Map to show how each department plans to support the 
strategic goals. 

 
You can also use Strategy Maps to drive performance, because they provide 

a simple visual format for executing strategy. Plus, they provide clarity 
regarding roles and responsibilities relative to the strategic plan goals.  

 

Metrics, Milestones and Incentives 

Strategic execution must always include metrics and milestones that align 
with the strategic goals. Once employees understand the roles they will play 

in relation to the goals, allow them to give input to their managers to help 
establish their own goals as they relate to the metrics and milestones.  

 
The first step here is breaking down the strategic goals into time-specific, 

definable, executable actions and milestones necessary to progress toward 

goals. Align these actions with day-to-day activities. This gives you a road 
map that will help you control the progress and address problems as they 

occur. 
 

Successful execution also requires employees to have sufficient monetary 
incentive. Provide monetary incentives, positive feedback and praise for 

employees who take an active part in the execution of the strategic goals 
and successfully reach milestones. This communicates a strong message to 

all employees that execution is the new culture of the company. 



 

Accountability 

There should also be absolute agreement between employees and 
management about exactly what the employee is accountable for as well as 

clarity in terms of expected time frames. After all, if an objective is not 
managed by time, it will never be completed or its progress ever evaluated. 

The smaller the number of goals assigned to employees, such as three or 
four, the better the chance for successful execution. 

 

As an added benefit, management and employees creating and agreeing on 
definitive accountability aligns with job performance verification. Bring in the 

human resources department to revise and update job descriptions. Keeping 
job descriptions current is especially crucial, as they support the 

accountability aspect you need to maintain execution excellence. 
 

When the execution plan is complete, make sure it is simple, specific and 

clear. What might look like resistance from some employees who may not 

have been directly involved in the strategy or execution, may be just a lack 

of clarity. The message should be very simple: these are the goals we are 

trying to reach and why, and this is how we will measure progress. 

 

Dipping Your Strategic Toe in the Water 

Begin by engaging your department in a discussion that leads to a simple, 
shared departmental goal and go from there. While the various suggestions I 

have offered will not guarantee strategic execution success, implementing 
them will greatly improve your odds.  

 
When you, as the leader, can walk up to any employee you manage and that 

person can easily tell you the company strategy, the reason for that 

strategy, and how he or she contributes to the strategic goals and company 
success, you have begun your job as an authentic, and therefore effective, 

and successful leader. 

 

 


