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I
mplementing a strategy is never easy; the 
number of failed strategies over the years 
is proof of it. Eight years of research by 
Bridges Consultancy show that nine out 
of 10 strategies fail to be implemented 
successfully. Something needs to change 

and it starts with the leaders. But before they 
think about what they can do differently, lead-
ers need to understand their role in strategy 
implementation. 

“The leader has to oversee the implementa-
tion. They have to make sure people take action 
in the right direction. They have to understand 
their role; most don’t. They either do too little 
or too much,” says Robin Speculand, chief ex-
ecutive of Bridges Consultancy International, 
in a recent interview.

Speculand is the author of Beyond Strategy, 
which outlines what leaders can do diff erently 
to successfully implement strategy. 

One reason why implementation remains 
one of the biggest hurdles leaders face is because 
they habitually underestimate it, he says. 

“They [leaders] think the biggest challenge is 
to come up with the strategy. When it comes to 
implementation, many of them take their eyes 
off  the ball. One of the rules of thumb — if it’s 
taking you one year to craft a strategy, it will 
take you at least two years to implement it,” 
explains Speculand. 

One of the things leaders need to do is fo-
cus on communication. A new strategy usually 
faces resistance and this is where communica-
tion can help.

Before announcing its new 
customer-centric strategy in 
2003, Microsoft Asia-Pacific 
decided to create awareness 
among its staff. Speculand’s 
consultancy, which worked to-
gether with Microsoft at the 

time, placed posters that would arouse curi-
osity in the back offi  ce. One poster showed a 
plane fl ying with dark clouds on the horizon 
and a caption that read, “Sunny weather today 
but there’s turbulence just ahead”.

A few more posters showed up over the next 
few weeks and before long, staff  started talking 

about them. By the time the new strategy was 
announced, they were prepared for it. 

“Emotionally, they got on board and then 
we explained numerically why the transfor-
mation needed to happen. The change was 
very well-received,” says Speculand. 

Culture also plays an important role in 
deciding how well a strategy is accepted by 
employees. “The message here is that when 
a leader implements a strategy, it has to fi t in 
with the way the organisation works,” says 
Speculand. 

Culture and communication are among the 
eight areas leaders must focus on in a frame-
work based on the one Speculand explained in 
his fi rst book, written six years ago. The other 
areas are: people, business case, measure, proc-
ess, reinforce and review.

“It’s like a compass, so there’s no one area 
more important than the other; some are more 
important for diff erent organisations. One cli-
ent may work on communication while another 

may work on measurement,” says Speculand.
“You’ve got to look at all of the eight, some 

are more important than others but you have to 
address each and every one simultaneously.” 

The global fi nancial crisis has only heightened 
the importance of implementation, and this has 
helped his consultancy experience a 5% growth 
over the last 18 months, says Speculand. 

“Leaders are under tremendous pressure to 
deliver for shareholders. In the past, if some-
thing went wrong, companies just threw in 
more money. Today, they don’t have the capital 
to do that. As a result, leaders have to do it right 
the fi rst time.”

Speculand: If it 
takes one year to 
craft a strategy, 
it will take at 
least two years to 
implement it

Where were you before you were appointed 

IBM’s managing director in January, and how 

has it influenced your management style?

I graduated with a degree in electronics, 
electrical and systems engineering from 
Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia in 1987. I was 
recruited by IBM Malaysia while still studying, 
so as soon as I finished my thesis, I packed my 
bags and joined up. However, although I aspired 
to be a field engineer – working on site, with 
complex machines – I was given a position as a 

software engineer. I couldn’t take it. After three 
days, I quit! 

I then joined Sharp Electronics as a research 
and development engineer specialising in laser 
disks. I enjoyed it because it was hands-on and 
problem-solving. In 1988, IBM contacted me 
saying they had the field job I wanted, and as 
soon as my contract with Sharp ended, I rejoined 
IBM. 

Being a mainframe and computer service 
engineer is a very disciplined and focused job 

and I believe it’s prepared me to be disciplined 
and focused as a manager. Engineers tend 
to see a point A and a point B and will take 
the shortest route [between the two]. As a 
manager, I am still very hands-on, direct and 
straightforward. 

Was there any difficulty moving from managing 

machines to people? 

Well, I’ve actually been an IBM manager since 
1997, but have been dealing with managing 
people since the beginning. Mainframe 
installation back then was hard work — they 
were huge, and required real team effort. It was 
good training for a supervisory role and allowed 
me to step into a management role quite easily. 

My last post was the Asean communications 
sector general manager which involved complex 
negotiations and deal-making. I get a rush from 
figuring out the swiftest way out of a problem 
and to close a deal. I am mentoring those under 
me to develop the skills to manage difficult deals 
and situations. 

So, would you describe your leadership style as 

that of a mentor?

Yes, I believe in coaching and guiding. I also en-
courage my team to be hands-on too. I believe 
that as the MD, I have to walk the talk and be 
the role model others aspire to. I can’t be good 
at everything, but I will take it on if my help 
is needed. It’s more about the attitude – the 
willingness. I’ve also noticed that over the last 
three months, the team has grown more out-
spoken and more willing to criticise and com-
ment. I welcome this – feedback and bouncing 
ideas around leads to better solutions. 

What have been your first steps since taking 

over as managing director?

I truly believe in networking and getting to 
personally know the people I will be working with. 

As IBM Malaysia is a large company, I haven’t had 
a moment to breathe between running around 
all day and dinners night after night. I’ve also 
been busy trying to reach out to the first-line 
managers who are the heart of the company. 
I’ve been running coffee sessions where we just 
pick a  topic and talk about aspirations, give and 
get feedback, and just open the communication 
channels and build relationships. 

Now that your first hundred days are up, what 

are your aims and aspirations for IBM Malaysia?

I  want IBM Malaysia to be a good adviser to 
the government, like IBM Corp is to the US 
government. They work together on IT policies, 
transport and transformation plans – we [IBM 
Malaysia] would like to do the same here.  

Secondly, I hope I will develop good leaders in 
my team, whatever the length of my tenure. 

Finally, I hope to change my teenage daughter’s 
views on IBM. When I told her of my promotion she 
said, ‘What’s the big deal? It’s not Apple!’. 

What are the key lessons you’ve learnt since 

stepping into your new role?

Fitness is something you have to make time 
for. My day starts at 7am and ends at 10pm. To 
keep this pace up, I have to stay fit so when I get 
home at 10, I go for a run. 

Another lesson I’ve learnt is to empower 
my team more – to give them the confidence 
so they won’t feel like they need to check with 
me all the time but are able to make their own 
decisions. I want them to be able to look at a 
situation, and make a judgement call. 

If you weren’t in this job, what would you 

be doing? 

I would be a professional football player! I used to 
be really good. I now coach junior teams (aged 14 
and below). No matter where I am in the world, 
every weekend I try to fly back here and coach.  

Ramanathan Sathiamutty

Managing director 
IBM Malaysia Sdn Bhd
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Speculand’s Implementation 
Compass for leaders

1) People — leaders need to engage staff 
members — their ‘strategy customers’ 
— and encourage them to take right 
actions.

2) Biz Case – the leader must explain 
both emotionally and numerically why 
the new strategy is important. 

3) Communication – if you don’t 
communicate well, people won’t 
understand the change. 

4) Measure – put in place the right 
measure when you come up with 
a new strategy, such as balance 
scorecard, financial and process 
measures.

5) Culture — a strategy has to fit in with 
the company’s culture.

6) Process – if you ask people to deliver 
customer service fast and efficiently 
but they’re using obsolete systems, 
then there is a disconnect between 
what you say and what you do.

7) Reinforcements – when people step 
up and demonstrate the actions and 
behaviours aligned with the strategy, 
reward and recognise them, not just 
financially but emotionally.

8) Review – this is the weakest area of 
leaders around the world. The entire 
implementation needs to be reviewed 
quarterly and parts of it every two to 
three weeks. 

Don't take your eye off  implementation
PATRICK GOH/THE EDGE
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