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In strategy execution,
failure is the norm.

While the statistics vary by study, the

bottom line is consistent…more often
than not, investments in strategy do
not achieve the expected results.
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Why is the failure
rate so high?
A 2013 study by The Economist highlights some of the
key failings when implementing key strategies: C-suite
executives missing in action; the tendency to micromanage vs. lead; and either not having or not deploying
the skilled resources required for success.
Conner Partners work in the field over four decades has
surfaced additional critical risks: a poorly defined intent;
promising realization of the strategy, then planning for
and executing to installation1; and failure to adequately
prepare the organization.

1Installation

is defined as putting the new components of the change in place; realization is
the achievement of the promised outcomes.
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Strategy execution
is Conner Partners’
sole focus.
For four decades, our work has been
exclusively focused on helping
organizations succeed with major
change. This has allowed us to
develop a deep understanding of the
human patterns that underlie change
success and failure; our
understanding includes—and goes
beyond—the risks that The
Economist identifies. From that
understanding, we have developed
an approach to strategy execution
that applies the mindsets and
behaviors required to successfully
execute strategic change.
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THE CONNER PARTNERS STRATEGY
EXECUTION PLAYBOOK
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The likelihood of
achieving realization
is significantly
increased by
focusing on six
outcomes.
The Strategy Execution Playbook focuses on six
outcomes; every activity and every deliverable has
a direct line of sight to one or more of them.
When executed, the outcomes provide the
foundation on which realization of your strategy
is achieved. Each is best seen as “unfolding” over
time. A constant question to be asked relative to
each outcome is, Are we where we need to be in

order to move forward with the next steps in the
process?

The following pages describe the outcomes,
provide key indicators of progress in achieving
them, and identity specific activities that
contribute to each indicator. The key
differentiators of the Strategy Execution Playbook
are provided at the end of this paper.
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The Change Is
Defined in a way
that supports
realization.

The process for defining the change is as critical as the definition
itself. Successfully executing highly disruptive strategies requires
that leadership teams have a shared understanding of the intent
of the change and what is required for its success, that they be
personally committed to it, and that they be aligned in supporting
its execution. Achieving that understanding, commitment, and
alignment can only be reached by their active engagement in a
process that establishes clarity around both the outcomes the
strategy is intended to achieve, and how the organization will
know when it gets there (achieving realization); success is defined
based on realization.
The Strategy Execution Playbook calls for a high level of leadership
engagement in defining the change.
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Leaders Are
Prepared to lead
this change.

Strategy Execution Playbook

Changes of this magnitude unfold over long periods of time, and
cannot be achieved without the leaders of the change taking full
accountability for—and investing in—realization of the intent.
Every leader has a unique style for carrying out his or her
responsibilities during periods of relative stability—what we refer
to as the “steady state playbook.” A different playbook is required
for successfully leading transformational change; the very
mindsets and behaviors that contribute to maintaining the current
state are often damaging when leading transformational change.
Leadership team members—those who are most powerful in
influencing the mindsets and behaviors of key stakeholders
throughout the organization—need to learn the new playbook.
The leaders’ engagement in defining the change contributes to
their preparation. The Strategy Execution Playbook also prescribes
extensive training and coaching, as well as designated leader roles
for oversight and governance.
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The Change Is
Planned in a way
that supports
realization.

Too often, leaders promise realization but plan and execute for
installation. Transformational strategies might involve dozens of
initiatives, hundreds of projects, and thousands of pages of
planning. A line of sight to realization must be defined and
maintained from the outset. Each of the initiatives, projects, and
plans needs to align to the intent. In order for that to occur,
realization must be clearly defined and easily understood. This
requires establishing integrated plans addressing both installation
and realization. Plans must align with delivery of the key
realization milestones identified in Change Defined.

Ensure that plans are in place to successfully achieve realization,
including such things as establishing the realization infrastructure,
aligning the culture, and communicating the change. Planning is
iterative as the initiative moves forward.
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The Organization Is
Prepared to change.

When change is highly disruptive, it is essential that people
throughout the organization are prepared to perform their
assigned roles, anticipate and address the impending disruption,
and manage risks to realization.
Establishing and maintaining strong collaboration across strategy
formulation, strategic planning, strategy execution, and
program/project management is essential.
Key stakeholders (both internal to and external to the
organization) play a vital role in contributing to success at
numerous points along the way. It is important to identify those
stakeholders and create the appropriate infrastructure for their
active participation.
It is also necessary to establish the realization infrastructure, to
define project roles (e.g., initiative lead) and set expectations, and
to provide change role (sponsor, change agent, advocate, and
target) training.
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The Change Is
Carried Out in a way
that supports
realization.

In carrying out the execution of the change, you must leverage
everything you have put in place (i.e., you are applying a different
mindset and a new set of skills, the change is defined, leaders are
prepared to sponsor, the change is planned, the organization is
prepared). The attention of the leadership has to continue unabated.
The Strategy Execution Playbook has to be put into play across the
organization. If a comprehensive organizational change management
capability exists, it needs to be applied within the context of the
Playbook. Change management is not a substitute for strategy
execution.
Achieving the installation and realization of strategic change must be
carefully orchestrated and requires the sustained focus of sponsors at
all levels. It necessitates paying ongoing attention to more than
executing the change itself. (For example, the inevitable mistakes
that will be made have to be acknowledged and harvested for the
lessons they can provide; those lessons have to be applied as
execution moves forward.)
In order to ensure that the promise of the strategy is delivered,
progress must be tracked relative to the statement of intent, as well
as the defined installation and realization metrics. It is important that
risks are routinely monitored, surfaced early, and mitigated in a
timely fashion.
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The Strategy is
Executed.

Strategy Execution Playbook

In order to be realized, the change needs to become the standard
way of operating. Achieving realization requires the continuing
focus of all key stakeholders—including sponsors and agents—
after installation is attained. After achieving both installation and
realization, it is time to shift from strategy execution to operating
within and refining the new model.
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Your organization is
left better prepared
for the next big
change.

Strategy Execution Playbook

As you execute your strategy, Conner Partners works with you to
transfer the Strategy Execution Playbook, and helps you make it
your own. By learning and applying the Playbook, the
organization’s strategy execution muscle is strengthened. New
mindsets have been developed, and new skills learned.
Successfully executing one strategic shift, no matter how big, will
not create a nimble organization. However, if you make the
needed mindsets and behaviors an integral part of the
organizational DNA, it will leave your organization better
prepared for your next big change.
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Key Differentiators

The Strategy Execution
Playbook is built on four
decades of working with
leaders as they execute their
most difficult change
initiatives.

Strategy Execution Playbook

Several key differentiators distinguish
the Strategy Execution Playbook
from other approaches to strategy
execution.
It includes an unusually intense
focus on the leadership team. The
nature and the depth of the mindsets
and skills that we transfer to leaders
is unparalleled. The Playbook calls for
a significant investment of their time
and attention in their own
preparation, in defining the change,
and in providing oversight as the
change unfolds and iterates over
time.

There is a clear understanding of
the difference between installing
the strategy, and realization of its
full promise. The Playbook
addresses both, and reflects a robust
commitment to achieving realization.
Both installation and realization
metrics are defined. The dashboard
provides a mechanism for ongoing
tracking and course correction. The
realization focus is maintained from
the initial definition of the change
through to achieving realization.
There is a simple but elegant
transformation story by which
leaders can describe both the
journey and the destination.
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The Playbook is scalable. It is
equally applicable to a single
strategic change within one
operating unit or a portfolio of
transformational initiatives that affect
the entire organization.
The Playbook provides guidance.
This includes direction in enrolling
employees in the change, involving
the organization in ongoing
communication and feedback, and
utilizing both formal and informal
influence structures.
We serve as trusted advisors to the
senior leadership team and key
change agents. In this capacity, we
focus on guiding them through the
execution of the current strategic
change as well as on transferring the
depth and breadth of our knowledge
in order to execute the current
strategy and better prepare the
organization for future strategic
shifts.
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Conner Partners

We can’t make
change easy.
We make it
possible.
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