EXECUTIVE BRIEF

Achieving Excellence in

STRATEGY
EXECUTION

through Some Uncommon Practices

When good strategies fail in execution, it’s time to
consider some uncommon practices.
By Robin Speculand
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trategy execution is a relatively
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grocery store displaying 24 types of

new management subject that started to

practices used by those who succeed.

jam for customers to view and purchase

gain traction as a unique field in 1999

These practices are practical and focus on

on one occasion, and only six varieties

following the seminal article in Fortune

making things happen, rather than merely

on the other occasion. It was found

magazine on why CEOs fail. Authors

explaining why execution is important.

that only three percent of customers
purchased jams from the selection of

Charan and Colvin stated that strategy
fails not because of bad strategy, but

Less is more

24, while 30 percent of customers–that

because of bad execution. The good news

When leaders have too many objectives

is, ten times more–bought jam from the

is that most leaders today appreciate the

on their agenda, they typically end up

selection of six. The same experiment was

need to have a balance between strategy

doing less, not more. They can become

also tested for choices of chocolate and,

and execution. The question they are

overwhelmed by the multiple actions they

once again the group that was offered

asking is: how do we achieve it?

1

need to undertake. Thus more work ends

six choices had a higher level of

For the last 15 years, my company,

up with less being done. Organisations

satisfaction than that offering 24.

Bridges Business Consultancy Int., has

that are dexterous in execution recognise

Too many choices in execution lead

been researching leaders’ insights and

this and limit the number of strategy

to lower engagement and performance.

thoughts toward strategy implementation

objectives they focus on each year.

The question arises thus: How many

(I use ‘execution’ and ‘implementation’

According to Kathleen Eisenhardt of

strategic objectives should a leader

intercha ngeably).

our

Stanford University, “There must be a

focus on each year? I recommend having

research showed that nine out of ten

certain balance to the number and type
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implementations were failing. At that

of goals and objectives: too many goals

is important and the actions to take. It

time, it was a wake-up call for leaders

and objectives are paralysing; too few,

also allows for better resource allocation

who supported the global movement

confusing.” In 2015, Steve Easterbrook,

and creates a focused organisation with a

towards a greater understanding on

the CEO of McDonald’s, explained why

critical mass of effort. The other strategic

what it takes to implement strategy

revenues were declining and what had

objectives–those not included in the

successfully. In our latest research we

to change, “Our existing organisation is

year’s focus–should still stay in view and
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be addressed in regular 12-month cycles.

thirds of implementations are failing.

We need to execute fewer things better.”4

In

2002,
2

3

The magic of 90 days

Although this is an improvement from

Research has demonstrated that

90 percent to 67 percent over the last

an excess of choices often leads us to do

There’s something magical about a

14 years, it still begs the questions: Why

less. Sheena Iyengar and Mark Lepper,

90-day period in business. Actionable

are we continuing to fail more often than

from Columbia and Stanford University

tasks should not take more than

we are succeeding, and what do leaders

respectively, conducted the ‘ jam

90 days to complete. If an action has not

need to do differently?

experiment’5 that involved an upscale

been completed within that timeframe,
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then it was either too complicated to

and Norton’s Execution Premium. For

complete within that period, or might not

instance, the Implementation Compass

have been important enough. If a task

is a framework that allows the leader to

requires more than 90 days to complete

identify the right actions to take, and

it is advisable to break it down into

assess the organisation’s implementation

smaller tasks.

capabilities based on eight areas required

The aim is to ‘boil the pot’ and not to

for implementing strategy: engaging the

try and ‘boil the ocean’. By consciously

people, sharing the biz case, constantly

ensuring that tasks can be completed

communicating, putting in place the right

within 90 days, leaders make actions

measures, aligning execution and culture,

manageable and they start to gain

changing and innovating processes,

traction. Small, bite-size tasks are

reinforcing, and reviewing.6

easier to achieve; it is also easier to
monitor progress. Taking action in

Constantly communicate

90-day blocks also makes the long-term

After the strategy kick-off, leaders often

strategy realistic to the people responsible

err by reverting their focus to day-to-

for execution, enables each team player

day operations (disregarding discussing

to see how their work contributes to the

strategy implementation), as they are

wider strategy, and creates quick wins

held more accountable for short-term

that are visible to all.

performance, which dominates their agenda.
So discussion on the implementation of

Adopt a framework

strategy dissipates with alarming speed.
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When employees attend meetings,

crafting the strategy without identifying

there is often no mention of the new

a framework to guide them and their

strategy, no updates are provided, and

managers through the implementation

no questions are asked. When discussion

journey. This leaves managers unsure

on the implementation dissipates, so does

of where to start, and can also result in

the interest among people. They resort

them executing the strategy differently

to focusing on what is being addressed–

across business units and/or geographies.

the operational issues. Their execution
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intentions and actions fall by the wayside

solutions, and even replicating research

and, ultimately, the strategy fails.

and methodology.

A balance is required between

In contrast to crafting strategy,

discussing operations and strateg y

there are only a handful of tools and

execution, and employees need to know

techniques available for executing it.

that execution is constantly on the

Leaders should identify a framework

management’s radar screen. We have

for strategy execution that can be

identified that applying the discipline

applied throughout the organisation.

of constant communication has become

Some common frameworks include the

a best practice among organisations

Implementation Compass™ by Bridges

that achieve excellence in execution.

Business Consultancy Int. and Kaplan

Leaders provide updates on various
issues such as progress against the

The aim is to ‘boil the
pot’ and not to try and
‘boil the ocean’.

objectives, what is working and what
is not, customer feedback, best practices,
lessons learned, milestones achieved, and
strategy deviations.

In contrast to crafting
strategy, there are only
a handful of tools and
techniques available
for executing it. Leaders
should identify a
framework for strategy
execution that can be
applied throughout
the organisation.
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Abandon yesterday
In today’s dynamic business environment, leaders can no longer plan the future as an
extension of yesterday. They must design new strategies and execute them more
frequently than ever before.
The fact is that, in the 1950s, the average tenure of an organisation in the
S&P500 was 61 years, a figure that dropped to 18 years by 2013. In 1985,
35 percent of companies listed on the S&P were considered high risk (risk being
based on the ability to achieve long-term stable earnings growth). This number rose
to a whopping 73 percent in 2006, even prior to the Global Financial Crisis.
By 2006, only 13 percent were considered low risk, compared to 41 percent in
 $V DJRQLVLQJO\ GLIÀFXOW DV LW LV ZH PXVW EH SUHSDUHG WR UHOHDVH WKH SDVW DQG
seize the future. This calls for a resilient operating model that can be adapted,
modified, radically changed or abandoned, in response to a change in strategy.

ENCYCLOPAEDIA BRITANNICA:
SEIZING MARKET OPPORTUNITY THROUGH
CONTINUOUS STRATEGY EVOLUTION

Founded in 1768 in Edinburgh, Scotland, Encyclopaedia
Britannica’s first edition took three years to create. The company
maintained market leadership for over two centuries with little
change in its business model. Business peaked in 1990. Yet in the
last 25 years, Britannica has had to reinvent itself several times
and execute new strategies to survive.
In 1991, people started owning PCs and could buy CD-ROMs.
Encyclopaedia Britannica responded to this change by creating
its first CD-ROM in 1995 for US$1,200. Soon after, Microsoft fought
back with its loss leader pricing strategy by launching Encarta,
its digital multimedia encyclopaedia available in CD-ROM and
later, in DVD format.
Britannica once again found its strategy obsolete. The company
responded by launching Britannica Online in 1995–and then,
Wikipedia arrived in 2001. Britannica was forced to redesign its
business model yet again. Instead of competing with Wikipedia
in terms of content, Britannica decided to focus on the editorial
quality of its online encyclopaedia. Scholars around the
world were engaged to review, revise and refresh content.
The company developed a loyal customer base that was
looking for reliable, quality information–and were willing to pay
for it. Today, 500,000 households subscribe to Britannica Online,
and the digital edition is updated every 20 minutes. Over the
past five years, the company has seen 17 percent compound
annual growth in its digital education services business and a
95 per cent renewal rate.7
Britannica has been successful not only because it responded
rapidly to market changes and reinvented itself, but also
because it successfully executed the changes in a fluid culture,
and abandoned yesterday’s business model.
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To Do or Not to Do
Peter Drucker coined the term ‘purposeful abandonment’ in which he proposed,
´7KH ÀUVW VWHS LQ D JURZWK SROLF\ LV QRW WR GHFLGH ZKHUH DQG KRZ WR JURZ«LW LV WR
decide what to abandon. In order to grow, a business must have a systematic policy
to get rid of the outgrown, the obsolete and the unproductive.”8
Part of achieving excellence in execution is telling people what to stop
doing and empowering them to decide when it is appropriate to kill a project or task.
Everyone has a ‘to do’ list; but one should also be aware of the need for a ‘to stop’ list
of the actions that don’t contribute to the new strategy. When Piyush Gupta launched
the DBS strategy in 2011 he not only explained what had to be done, but also talked
about the businesses that the bank was exiting because they were not aligned with the
new strategy. As CEO of Procter & Gamble, Alan Lafley also turned around the
company by narrowing down its focus to just four core businesses, and simultaneously
creating, “a ‘not-to-do’ list including projects that were driven by technology rather
than customer needs”.9
Creating a ‘to stop’ list involves empowering employees to identify and eliminate
work that has become obsolete or is not adding value. To make this happen, employees
should be encouraged to present the work they want to kill off to their immediate
VXSHUYLVRU DQG WKH OHDGHU RI WKH VSHFLÀF EXVLQHVV :KHQ \RX HPSRZHU \RXU SHRSOH
to stop doing non-value adding work, they become more engaged, they are able to
accomplish more in less time, and you are able to create the right conditions for
achieving excellence in execution.

APPLE’S ‘STOP LIST’

When Steve Jobs retuned to Apple as its CEO in 1997, he made a
dramatic decision that shocked everyone from the frontline to Board
members. He announced he was devoting all company resources
to just four products and was stopping over 70 percent of hardware
and software product development. This involved cancelling over
300 projects. He explained, “We believe in saying ‘no’ to thousands of
projects so that we can really focus on the few that are truly important
and meaningful to us.”10
At the time, Apple was manufacturing dozens of Macintosh desktops,
laptops and servers in a range of variations. The company was also
designing and manufacturing lines of printers, digital cameras and
other ancillary items. Very few of these products were making money.
Jobs’ decision focused the company’s resources on developing only
two consumer desktops and two portables. As a result, there were over
3,000 layoffs and profits sunk.
Explained Jobs, “We are shepherding some of the great assets in the
computer industry. If we want to move forward and see Apple healthy
and prospering again, we have to let go of a few things.”11
The change in strategy was a stroke of brilliance, resulting in Apple’s
turnaround as it allowed the engineers time to design what would sell.

Everyone has a ‘to do’
list; but one should also
be aware of the need
for a ‘to stop’ list of
the actions that don’t
contribute to the
new strategy.

Vol.3/Asian Management Insights

Review rhythm

Quarterly strategic execution reviews

Tracking and monitoring progress is an integral part of execution. The frequency of

that involve top leaders and invited

execution reviews is a key step in achieving excellence in execution and, unbelievably,

employees. It encapsulates the discussions

most leaders don’t spend enough time reviewing the execution. Our research reveals

and actions from the bi-weekly reviews

that 85 percent of organisations spend less than 10 hours a month discussing

across all the business verticals and

execution.12

provides a summary of the progress being

Conducting regular reviews creates the review rhythm–a pattern and expectation

made across the whole organisation.

that progress is checked. Coupled with the 90-day window to complete a task, this
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becomes the momentum behind the execution. It tells people that they are going to be

that need to be corrected, and collectively

asked on how they are progressing against the actions they have identified to take

examines the feedback from the bi-

every 90 days, and allows for support and coaching. Organisations that excel in

weekly reviews.

execution tend to broadly adopt the review rhythm outlined below (refer to Figure 1):

Annual leadership reviews are

Weekly reviews, where leaders need to be asking their direct reports every week

a learning opportunity to ref lect on

on what they are doing to contribute to execution.

performance, share best practices and

Bi-weekly reviews across every business vertical to ensure the organisation has

lessons learned, and embed changes.

the discipline and is taking the right actions. It allows for immediate corrective action,

They bring the key players in the

support such as resource allocation, and reinforcement of the right actions.

execution together and is leveraged
to celebrate and share successes.

Make execution planning
part of strategy planning

REVIEW RHYTHM

Leaders are responsible for decoding the
execution challenge by pre-empting and
outlining what needs to be achieved, and

01

02

then guiding the organisation through
the entire implementation journey.
This means that the leaders need to

Weekly
reviews from
immediate boss

Bi-weekly
reviews across
every business
vertical

know what is involved and required even
before execution begins. Roger Martin,
former dean of the Rotman School of
Management at the University of
Toronto, states, “It’s impossible to have
a good strategy poorly executed. That’s
because execution actually is strategy.
Trying to separate the two only leads

03

04

to confusion.”13
Yet, leaders often exclude the execution
plan in their strategy planning because

Quarterly
strategic
execution review

Annual
leadership
review

they’ve been taught how to plan, not how
to execute, and because they sometimes
misjudge what is involved and required.
It is advisable to postpone the launch of
a strategy until one has developed a solid
execution plan. Otherwise leaders find
themselves struggling after the launch:
What do they do first? Where should

FIGURE 1

Source: Bridges Business Consultancy Int.

they allocate resources? Should they
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focus on communicating the new strategy? Do they need to
provide new skills training? Should they put in place new
measures? The uncertainty in being unable to answer these
typical questions breeds discontent and lack of motivation.
That in turn undermines any opportunity for the new strategy

A good strategy well executed
transforms challenging, confusing
and complicated tasks to engaging,
enjoyable and achievable ones.

to gain traction.
Former CEO of GE, Jack Welch, put it succinctly when he
said, “In real life, strategy is actually very straightforward. You
pick a general direction and implement like hell.”14 Yet leaders
need to know how to implement like hell.

Achieving excellence in execution
Taking time to develop your execution plan doesn’t dilute
from strategy planning, as some leaders think, in fact it adds
tremendous long-term value. The enriched conversation among
the leadership results in:
 )XUWKHU GHILQLQJ DQG UHILQLQJ WKH VWUDWHJ\ IRU DOO OHDGHUV
 6WDWLQJ ZKDW QHHGV WR EH GRQH LQ PRUH GHWDLO WR DFKLHYH
excellence in execution
 'HWDLOLQJ WKH H[SHFWHG WLPHOLQH RIH[HFXWLRQ
 &OHDUO\ DUWLFXODWLQJ WKH VWUDWHJ\ RXWFRPHV
 6SHFLI\LQJ LQGLYLGXDO UHVSRQVLELOLWLHV
 6WDUWLQJ WKH LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ MRXUQH\ ZLWK WKH ULJKW
resources and capabilities
 %XLOGLQJ EX\LQ DQG FRQILGHQFH DFURVV WKH RUJDQLVDWLRQ
A good strateg y that is well executed transforms
challenging, confusing and complicated tasks to engaging,
enjoyable and achievable ones. It decodes the ambiguity of
execution, gives everyone focus, and dramatically increases
the odds for success, especially when it is developed with the
same intensity and energy as the strategy itself. It also helps
to demonstrate progress: as tasks are accomplished and
the to-do list shortens, teams begin to energise as they witness
the realisation of long-term goals. Thus excellence in execution
can be a differentiator in business—and the payoff can
be tremendous.

Robin Speculand

is Chief Executive of Bridges Business Consultancy Int. and founder of the
‘Implementation HUB’ portal
The material for this article is extracted from his book ‘Excellence in
Execution–How to Implement Strategy’, due for release in September 2016.
References
1
Ram Charan and Geoffrey Colvin, “Why CEOs Fail. It’s rarely for lack of
smarts or vision. Most unsuccessful CEOs stumble because of one simple,
fatal shortcoming”, Fortune, June 21, 1999.
2
Bridges Business Consultancy Int., “Bridges 10 Years Implementation
Survey Results”.
3
Kathleen M. Eisenhardt and Donald Sull, “Strategy as simple rules”,
Harvard Business Review, January 2001.
4
Hayley Peterson, “7 mistakes that led to McDonald’s downfall”, Business
Insider, May 5, 2015.
5
Sheena S. Iyengar and Mark R. Lepper, “When Choice is Demotivating: Can
One Desire Too Much of a Good Thing?”, Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 2000, Vol. 79, No. 6, 995-1006.
6
Robin Speculand, “Bricks to Bridges–Make Your Strategy Come Alive
Paperback”, Litt Lindden Design Associates, 2005.
7
Robin Speculand, “Innovation and Implementation Must Go Hand-in-Hand”,
4Hoteliers.com, May 16, 2014.
8
Jeffrey A. Krames, “Inside Drucker’s Brain”, Portfolio Hardcover, 2008.
9
Scott Keller and Colin Price, “Five Questions That Should Shape Any
Change Program”, Harvard Business Review, December 2, 2011.
10
Adam Lashinsky, “The Cook Doctrine at Apple”, Fortune, January 22, 2009.
11
Brad Stone, “Steve Jobs: The Return, 1997-2011”, Bloomberg Business,
October 7, 2011.
12
Bridges Business Consultancy Int., “Strategy Implementation 2016 Survey
Results”.
13
Roger L. Martin, “Stop Distinguishing Between Execution and Strategy”,
Harvard Business Review, March 13, 2015.
14
Gordon Pearson, “The Rise and Fall of Management: A Brief History of
Practice, Theory and Context”, Gower Publishing Ltd., 2012.

