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Get Your Head Out Of The Clouds
Too often strategy and execution do not align in our space.
However, there is a way that we can all do better in this regard.

By Michael Hammond

W

e all have great ideas at some point in
our lives, but do we execute on them?
Sometimes we do and sometimes we
don’t. Think about it, how many times have you
had an idea only to see that idea become a product
or a full company months or years later? It happens to all of us.
In the article “Closing the Chasm Between
Strategy and Execution” by Doug Sundheim, he
says that setting strategy is elegant. “It’s a clean
and sophisticated process of collecting and analyzing data, generating insights, and identifying
smart paths forward. Done at arm’s length in an
academic fashion, tight logic is the only glue
needed to hold ideas together. The output is a
smooth narrative in a professional-looking document made up of Venn diagrams, 2×2 matrices,
and high-level plans of attack. Jettison this business. Focus efforts here. Build up this organizational capability. Executives buy into the plan. The
strategists, confident in their intellectual prowess,
quietly recede into the background.”
Sundheim warns, “Then the trouble starts. Execution is a minefield. The clean and elegant logic
of strategy gets dirty in the real world. Agendas
compete. Priorities clash. Decisions stall. Communication breaks down. Timelines get blown.
It’s never a question of if these problems will happen; it’s a question of when and to what degree.
Managing these challenges takes street smarts and
muscle. Overwhelming success means you take
a few punches, but still make the plan happen.
The process is always a little ugly. The executors’
dirt-in-the-fingernails view on the ground is much
different from the strategists’ high-minded view
from the air.”
How can we learn from this example? The
implication is obvious — strategists and executors must work together better to bridge these two
worlds. It’s common sense. Unfortunately, it’s far
from common practice. What typically happens
is an awkward hand-off between the two. In the

worst cases the strategists adopt an elitist, disconnected mindset: We’re the idea people, someone
else will make it happen. They don’t bother to
truly understand what it takes to implement the
ideas. They don’t engage the executors early and
ask, “How will this actually work?” The executors
contribute to the trouble as well. Often they don’t
truly understand the thinking behind the strategy.
They take it at face value and don’t ask enough
tough questions.
When things fall apart, each points a finger at
the other side. We see this all the time in our space.
It is all too common for technology implementation to go on forever and come in over budget.
On the technology vendor side of things, vendors
are always looking to offer the next industrychanging feature, but it somehow never gets into
the software when they expect it to.
The easy solutions for this divide are the process solutions: better project management, clearer
rules of engagement, and tighter operating poli-

Strategy and execution is a
false dichotomy, unnaturally
sheared apart in order to
divide labor in increasingly
complex organizations.

cies. The tougher (and more powerful) solutions
are the cultural solutions: getting each side to
actually care about what the other side is doing.
Not just from a lip-service perspective, but from a
fundamental-belief-that-my-success-is-inextricably-tied-to-your-success-so-I-better-engage-withyou perspective.
Strategy and execution is a false dichotomy,
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unnaturally sheared apart in order to divide labor in
increasingly complex organizations. It’s an efficient
approach. Alone, the shearing isn’t a problem. The
problem is that both sides don’t see it as their responsibility to intelligently pull the two sides back

The best strategists and
executors don’t see a handoff between strategy and
execution. They see an
integrated whole.

together again. They leave a chasm, hoping that it
will miraculously close on its own. It never does.
Things just fall through it.
The best strategists and executors don’t see a
hand-off between strategy and execution. They see
an integrated whole. They continuously hand ideas
back and forth throughout all phases of a project,
strengthening them together. They fight to bring
each other closer. Over the years, I’ve noticed that
the best strategists and executors believe certain
things that drive their success — things that the mediocre strategists and executors don’t believe.
According to Sundheim, the best strategists believe:
If I can’t see and articulate how we’re actually
going to make this strategy work, it probably won’t
work. Smart strategists know that there are a lot of
gaps, holes, and challenges in their strategies. They
tirelessly keep a critical eye on the viability of their
plans and stay curious — continuously asking themselves and others, how will this really work? When
they find issues, they team up with the executors and
get out in front of them.
While it’s painful to integrate execution planning
into my strategizing, it’s even more painful to watch
my strategies fail. Most strategists dislike execution
planning. It’s a tedious process for someone who
likes to think about big ideas. But good strategists
understand that they have unique insights into the
strategy that executors will miss, usually to disastrous ends. So they stay engaged.
Sounding smart is overrated. Doing smart is
where the real value lies. Effective strategists aren’t

full of themselves. They realize their ideas are just
that — ideas. They know that if they’re not executed well, their strategies are nothing more than
daydreams.
I’m just as responsible for strong execution as the
executor is. Is this actually true? Likely not. But it’s
a powerful mindset to hold. The best strategists see
themselves as leaders, not merely thinkers. They
feel their job is to deliver results, not just ideas.
According to Sundheim, the best executors believe:
I need to be involved in the strategy process early
— even if that means I have to artfully push my way
into it. It’d be easy if executors naturally had a seat
at the strategy table. Unfortunately, they often don’t.
Many still receive strategies as a hand-off. Smart
executors don’t take this sitting down. They figure
out how to get into the strategy process early.
I need to be perceived as relevant and valuable
to the strategy process. Smart executors know that
they must earn a seat at the strategy table by actually adding value. They must move things forward
by providing relevant and thoughtful considerations
that strengthen the strategy. They can’t show up and
“just listen” in strategy meetings or else they won’t
be invited back.
I need to know the “whys” behind the strategy.
Smart executors want to know the intent behind the
strategy. They want to know the thinking that drove
certain choices. They know that this knowledge is
crucial to making tough judgment calls when circumstances change down the implementation road
(as they inevitably do).
I’m just as responsible for strong strategy as the
strategist is. Again, is this actually true? Probably
not. But that’s irrelevant. The best executors see
themselves as leaders, not merely implementers.
They feel their job is to deliver strategic advantage
for the organization, not just a project.
You can see a clear thread of responsibility running throughout all the beliefs above. Not responsibility for a given task, but rather responsibility for
the not-given tasks — the messy spots in the middle
where it’s not clear who should own something.
The best strategists, executors, and leaders stand
up and say, “I’m responsible for it” even if it isn’t
in their job description. It’s doubly powerful when
both strategists and executors do this, meeting in the
middle. That’s true collaborative leadership. When
these spots go unwatched, un-owned, and unaddressed, they bring down projects and eventually
whole companies. ❖
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