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Description
The book cover features a yellow background with the title The Strategy Trap, at the top. Below, a red zigzag arrow runs horizontally, then sharply angles downward into a square hole resembling a trap. Beneath the illustration, the subtitle reads, Why companies fail at execution and how to get it right. At the bottom, the author’s name, Kevin Ertell, is displayed.






Advance Praise


“Your great strategy needs great execution, and this book brilliantly describes how. Its focus on co-creation, involving your team from the start, is so key. Great, actionable real-world tools to make your strategy a reality. I wish I could have read this years ago.”

—DEREK SIVERS, Founder, CD Baby

“There are countless books on strategy. None of them are worth a damn without a detailed plan to communicate with, engage, and energize your workforce. Kevin Ertell’s book is the desperately needed guide that every strategist and manager must follow to ensure that the quality of your execution matches the creativity of your strategy.”

—JOSH BERNOFF, Bestselling author and former SVP, Forrester

“The Strategy Trap is the book I wish I had early in my career. While most strategic planning books focus on theory and the elements of strategy, Ertell’s book is a practical guide for developing and implementing a strategy that will be embraced by employees and effective at driving results. Highly recommended for anyone involved in the strategic planning or implementation processes.”

—RICK VANZURA, Founder and CEO, Thrive Advisors and former chief strategy officer at General Motors, Borders Group, and GameStop

“The Strategy Trap is a refreshing antidote to the glossy strategy decks that go nowhere. Kevin Ertell brings a seasoned operator’s eye to the messy, often overlooked reality of execution. He understands that strategy and execution are one continuous act, and shows how to align teams, shape decision-making, and foster a culture that actually delivers. Leaders focused on organizational effectiveness will find this an especially valuable companion on the journey to real results.”

—DR. JANET SHERLOCK, Founder and CEO, Org.Works and former chief digital and technology officer, Ralph Lauren

“Most strategies don’t fall apart in theory—they fail in execution. In The Strategy Trap, Kevin Ertell reveals why even the boldest plans fall apart, and what leaders can do to close the gap between vision and reality. With real-world examples, practical insights, and a call for co-creation over top-down direction, this book reframes execution as the true engine of success driven by teams who fully commit, driving both performance and cultural cohesion. If you’re ready to turn strategy into shared purpose and performance, this is your guide to making bold visions stick—and succeed.”

—MATT MARCOTTE, Founder, M2 Collaborative, C-level executive, and author of Built on Belief

“Kevin doesn’t just understand execution, he lives it. I saw it firsthand when we worked together at Sur La Table, where he brought clarity, alignment, and results across the organization. In The Strategy Trap, Kevin distills that same practical wisdom into a clear and compelling guide for any leader who’s tired of watching strategies fall flat. This is a must-read for anyone serious about making strategy actually happen.”

—JACK SCHWEFEL, Former CEO of Vince Holding Corp, Cost Plus World Market, Dutch LLC, and Sur La Table

“Laced with powerful case studies and packed with pragmatic advice, The Strategy Trap provides a wakeup call that few leaders can afford to ignore. Kevin Ertell gets right to the heart of the matter with a book that is insightful, challenging, and fun to read.”

—STEVE DENNIS, Strategic advisor and bestselling author of Remarkable Retail and Leaders Leap

“Strategy is easy to admire . . . until you try to make it happen. This book nails a truth we don’t talk about enough: The hardest part of strategy isn’t thinking . . . it’s follow-through. My friend Kevin Ertell gets it. The Strategy Trap doesn’t just break down why teams stall, it gives you the tools to get unstuck and stay moving. He has written the rare business book that doesn’t worship the whiteboard . . . it rolls up its sleeves and gets into the messy reality of execution. This book is filled with tools you’ll actually use, stories that feel too familiar, and a framework that finally connects vision to velocity. If you’ve ever watched a smart idea die slowly in a Slack channel, this one’s for you.”

—MITCH JOEL, Founder of ThinkersOne and author of Six Pixels of Separation and Ctrl Alt Delete

“Kevin Ertell weaves together first-hand experience as a Fortune 500 executive, solid research, and practical frameworks to create this essential strategy guide. The Strategy Trap provides a map for leaders to make sure their beautiful PowerPoint decks actually turn into great business outcomes.”

—SUCHARITA KODALI, Retail analyst, Forrester

“What truly separates visionary companies from the rest isn’t just imagination—it’s ruthless, disciplined execution. This book gets that and gives you practical tactics for how to execute. It understands that a great strategy isn’t about flashy ideas; it’s about delivering, consistently and with precision while co-creating with your teams on the journey. Every page reflects the mind-set and tools needed to actually move things forward. For anyone serious about taking your company to new heights and creating lasting change, this is required reading.”

—SKY KELLEY, President, Pantone

“I’ve seen firsthand how brilliant strategies collapse when execution isn’t built into the plan, and Kevin Ertell has lived that truth, too. In The Strategy Trap, he offers the guide I wish every leader had: practical, people-first insights that bridge the gap between intention and impact. Kevin and I share a deep belief that strategy only works when the humans behind it are aligned, empowered, and connected to the mission. If you care about making your strategy real—not just writing it down—this book is your blueprint.”

—RON THURSTON, Bestselling author of Human Pride and Retail Pride

“You can’t transform a company by handing out a strategy deck and hoping for the best. You have to create the conditions for people to bring it to life every single day. That’s what The Strategy Trap gets right. Kevin doesn’t just talk about execution; he’s done it. This book is a practical, grounded guide for leaders who are ready to move from words to action, from vision to real impact. If you want your strategy to actually work in the real world—with real people—read this.”

—MINDY GROSSMAN, Partner and vice-chair, Consello, former CEO of HSNi, board member, investor, and one of Forbes’s “100 Most Powerful Women”

“As someone leading multiple growing brands, I know how easy it is for strategy to get lost in the day-to-day. The Strategy Trap is a practical, no-fluff guide to keeping your team aligned, focused, and actually delivering. I’ve seen Kevin bring that kind of clarity and momentum firsthand at Nike, and this book is packed with the same operator’s wisdom. I wish more strategy books understood execution like this.”

—TJ PAPP, President, Water Sports Division, Solo Brands

“Kevin Ertell has written an excellent guide that is both highly practical and enjoyable to read. Through concrete, real-world examples, The Strategy Trap demonstrates how successful companies navigate complex challenges and turn strategic thinking into measurable results. Among the myriad solutions the book highlights, ‘creating space’ and stopping the ‘yes mess’ particularly resonate as actionable approaches to common problems many leaders face. This is a pragmatic road map for anyone who wants to understand what great strategy looks like and how to execute it.”

—PAUL GREENBERG, 3-time CEO, Butter Works, CollegeHumor, Nylon

“Bold visions and smart strategies are easy—but success and outcomes depend upon alignment and execution. The Strategy Trap offers not only that reminder, but also a road map and toolkit filled with practical methods and compelling stories to achieve impact. As a business and civic leader, I found myself reflecting on how to better develop and translate our ambitious strategies into lasting regional benefit. The book is valuable for anyone committed to transformational growth.”

—BAIJU R. SHAH, CEO, Greater Cleveland Partnership
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To my kids, Makenna and Dex. May you always have the courage to dream big, the conviction to act, and the wisdom to bring others along for the journey.






Contents





	Chapter 1: Beware the Strategy Trap


	PHASE 1: Setting the Stage


	Part One: Co-Creation: Avoiding the Isolation Trap


	Chapter 2: Widen Your Circle


	Chapter 3: Engage Leaders


	Chapter 4: Validate


	Chapter 5: Commit


	Co-Creation Summary and Checklist





	Part Two: Clarity: Escaping the Complexity Trap


	Chapter 6: Start with Why . . . and Why Not


	Chapter 7: Develop Common Language


	Chapter 8: Make It Meaningful


	Chapter 9: Delegate the How


	Clarity Summary and Checklist





	Part Three: Capacity: Beating the Overcommitment Trap


	Chapter 10: Create Space


	Chapter 11: Prioritize


	Chapter 12: Resource the Plan


	Capacity Summary and Checklist








	PHASE 2: Showtime


	Part Four: Communication: Stopping the Signal Fade Trap


	Chapter 13: Early: Prep the Foundation


	Chapter 14: Loud: Cut Through the Noise


	Chapter 15: Continuous: Repeat and Reinforce


	Communication Summary and Checklist





	Part Five: Coordination: Closing the Silo Trap


	Chapter 16: Balance Structure


	Chapter 17: Orchestrate Work


	Chapter 18: Establish Checkpoints


	Chapter 19: Manage Up


	Coordination Summary and Checklist





	Part Six: Coaching: Defeating the Ivory Tower Trap


	Chapter 20: Build an Execution Culture


	Chapter 21: Game Manage


	Chapter 22: Motivate


	Chapter 23: Develop a Coaching Mindset


	Coaching Summary and Checklist








	Conclusion


	Acknowledgments


	Notes


	Index
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Not many executives have fallen from rockstar to cautionary tale faster than Ron Johnson. In November 2011, the man who built Apple’s sleek, wildly successful stores took over as CEO of JCPenney. Analysts and business media called it a brilliant hire. They imagined him bringing Apple magic to a tired retail brand.

Johnson’s plan was sweeping: ditch the coupons, end the constant sales, and roll out “everyday low pricing” across the board. Stores would be reimagined as modern brand boutiques—cleaner, curated, and cooler. He envisioned a shopping experience that would attract a younger, more affluent customer base.

The vision sounded revolutionary. The leadership team was energized. Analysts buzzed, and JCPenney’s stock jumped 24 percent on the news. The strategy looked brilliant—on paper.

Except it wasn’t a complete, executable strategy. It skipped the groundwork of a comprehensive process built on pillars such as cross-team alignment, real customer testing, and genuine buy-in.

The strategy came from the top down, fast and forceful, without input from those closest to the customer experience.1 There wasn’t much internal alignment. There was no testing—just a full-speed rollout. Johnson scrapped the old model practically overnight without piloting the new concept in a few stores. What worked at Apple, where brand loyalty is fierce and price sensitivity is low, didn’t translate to a retailer whose core customer had been trained for decades to chase coupons and doorbusters.

Sales plummeted. Longtime shoppers left. Stock prices dropped. Within 17 months, Johnson was out, and the company was in damage-control mode, trying to unwind a transformation it never truly executed.

That’s a spectacular example, but it’s not unique.

Across industries, something similar happens all the time.

A leadership team unveils a bold new strategy at an all-hands meeting. The energy is high. The vision is big. Employees nod along, eager for what’s next.

But in the months that follow, that energy fades. Priorities shift. Communication breaks down. Details get muddled, and momentum stalls. Eventually, the strategy becomes just another forgotten slide deck in the archives.

Does this scenario sound familiar to you? You’re not alone. Research by Robert S. Kaplan and David P. Norton, authors of The Balanced Scorecard, found that a whopping 90 percent of organizations fail to execute their strategies successfully.2 And a Harvard Business Review study shows that while 80 percent of leaders think they’re nailing strategy development, only 44 percent believe they’re any good at turning those strategies into reality.3 On average, companies deliver just 63 percent of the financial results their strategies promise.4

So, what’s going wrong? The problem is generally not poor strategies. It’s failed execution. As HBR reported, “67% of well-formulated strategies fail due to poor execution.”5 It’s that gap between vision and action where everything falls apart.




Why Execution Fails


Visionary strategies get all the spotlight, yet a plan is only as strong as the execution muscle woven into its drafting. If you treat strategy work as a standalone precursor to execution, you risk triggering the strategy trap—over-focusing on polishing ideas while short-changing the conditions people need to successfully turn them into reality. Leaders often get caught up in the thrill of new ideas and ambitious goals and skip the hard work of equipping the humans who have to bring the vision to life. The fix requires a mindset shift: Strategy and execution aren’t sequential phases—they’re inseparable from day one.

In theory, a strategy should trickle down through the organization, aligning everyone toward the same objectives. But a study by M. C. Mankins and R. Steele showed that 95 percent of employees don’t even know what their company’s strategy is, let alone how to contribute to it.6 Before execution even begins, most teams are already flying blind.

Even when teams do understand the strategy, execution breaks down in other ways. A study by Donald Sull, Charles Sull, and Rebecca Homkes calls out some of the key reasons:


	Lack of coordination: Only 9 percent of managers say they can consistently count on their colleagues in other departments to deliver.

	Slow response to change: One-third of managers say their organizations are too slow to react, or worse, lose sight of their strategy entirely when they do respond.7

	Cultural decay: Repeated failures create a culture of under-performance. When failure becomes the norm, it’s hard to turn things around.8




Most strategies don’t fail because of one catastrophic mistake. They erode because the big idea is never multiplied by thoughtful, sustained action. If that still feels abstract, picture the scene Derek Sivers described to me.

Derek—a well-known entrepreneur, musician, writer, and TED speaker—is often approached for business opportunities. He was once cornered by an aspiring entrepreneur who could barely contain his excitement: “I’ve got a billion-dollar idea. Online dating—with music! You’re the tech genius, just build it and we’ll split 50/50.”

Notice the pattern: huge vision, skim over the details plan—someone else will “make it happen.”

Derek grabbed a notepad and sketched out this amazing chart:



	IDEA QUALITY

	VALUE

	EXECUTION QUALITY

	MULTIPLIER




	WEAK

	1

	WEAK EXECUTION

	$1




	SO-SO

	5

	SO-SO EXECUTION

	$10,000




	GOOD

	10

	GOOD EXECUTION

	$100,000




	BRILLIANT

	20

	BRILLIANT EXECUTION

	$10,000,000





He slid the page across the table: “To make a business, you need to multiply the two. Ideas are just a multiplier. They’re worth nothing without the execution.”

The would-be founder left empty-handed—and a little deflated.

The encounter is a microversion of what derailed Ron Johnson at JCPenney: a bold concept with very little consideration, given what it takes to bring it to life.

A so-so idea with amazing execution will outperform a brilliant idea with weak execution every time. This is why companies that obsess over perfecting strategy but fail to execute get stuck, while those that commit to relentless execution—even on an imperfect plan—end up winning. The magic isn’t in the idea. It’s in making the idea happen.


Execution isn’t glamorous. It’s gritty, day-to-day work. But as Derek’s back-of-the-napkin math shows, it’s where success is made—or lost. The companies that win know this. It’s not enough to have a great plan. You have to execute it every single day, at every level of the organization, with clarity, coordination, and agility.




This Is Not a Strategy Book


Or, more accurately, it’s not a book about writing strategies. If you’re searching for the next big theory or a high-concept approach to strategy, there are plenty of guides already available to you. This isn’t one of them.

This is the book I wish I had earlier in my career as I grappled with the real, day-to-day challenges of executing strategies to deliver tangible outcomes. It’s less about theories and more about action. It’s less about conceptual frameworks and more about practical tools you can put to work immediately, no matter the size or stage of your business.

What you’ll find in these pages is rooted in my own experience as a longtime business executive who’s been in the trenches, made the tough decisions, and learned every step along the way.

I started in retail while I was still in high school, working the floor at Tower Records. At 21, I became the youngest store manager in the company. Tower was unique in the amount of autonomy it gave to its managers. Managing those stores was almost like running my own small business. I oversaw everything from the P&L to hiring, training, inventory buying, and local marketing—even getting the plumbing fixed when it broke. I quickly learned what it takes to drive a business, day after day.

I worked my way up to senior vice president of Tower.com, then moved on to lead key initiatives at companies like Borders and Sur La Table. At Nike, I shifted between roles leading its digital business globally for the running category, overseeing global digital operations, and serving as vice president of global retail operations.

I’ve been an individual contributor, a director, and a VP, and I’ve reported directly to the CEO in multiple instances. I’ve worked in founder-led companies, private equity–owned companies, and large public corporations. Each experience taught me something new about how strategy succeeds—or fails—on the ground.

Across all these roles, I’ve learned strategy development isn’t a prequel to execution—it’s one of its most critical chapters. Success depends on weaving clarity, collaboration, and discipline into both planning and doing. Now as CEO of Mistere Advisory, I help leaders build those threads into every transformation so that strategy and execution become one seamless journey.

But this book is not just based on my personal journey. To create something truly valuable, I spoke with Fortune 500 CEOs, startup founders, and leaders in industries ranging from retail to tech to healthcare. No matter the industry, the same challenge kept emerging: Strategy collapses when execution is treated as an afterthought.

The insights in this book are drawn from those conversations with leaders who’ve collectively led thousands of teams, scaled businesses across industries, and executed strategies in high-stakes environments. The ideas, tools, and techniques shared here have been battle-tested and refined by those who know what it takes to drive execution in the real world.

My goal with this book is to provide you with hands-on techniques and insights that I know work because they’ve been proven time and time again, both in my own career and through the experiences of those I’ve learned from. You won’t find theoretical fluff here—just actionable advice, tools, and approaches that you can start using immediately to improve your business.

In the rest of this book, I’ll dive deeper into building the conditions that will help you avoid the strategy trap. You’ll see how to put people at the center of strategy so that your team not only understands and buys into the vision but also feels empowered to adapt and execute it, whatever the challenges. In the chapters ahead, I’ll show you how to build the conditions that make strategy stick.

I’ll begin with Setting the Stage, focusing on Co-Creation, Clarity, and Capacity. These three elements help you build alignment, eliminate confusion, and ensure you have the space and resources to follow through.

Then I’ll move into Showtime—the moment strategy meets reality. This phase covers Communication, Coordination, and Coaching. Together, they help you bring the strategy to life, adjust as conditions change, and support your team in delivering results.

The work of execution starts by setting the right conditions, so that when the real work begins, your team is ready to move.

These six elements form the backbone of this book. I call them the Six Cs. It’s a practical system to focus your attention on what drives execution before, during, and after the plan hits the ground.

Let’s get to work.








PHASE 1 SETTING THE STAGE


When Lin-Manuel Miranda first began writing Hamilton, it wasn’t even a play. It was just a spark of an idea, born from his fascination with Alexander Hamilton’s life. Initially, Miranda imagined it as a concept album, not a full-scale theatrical production.

Turning that idea into a groundbreaking musical didn’t happen overnight. It took years of iteration, collaboration, and refinement. Miranda didn’t just write the script and hand it over. He worked shoulder to shoulder with musicians, choreographers, actors, and directors, shaping, adapting, and perfecting each element. Together, they created something far greater than one person’s vision: a production where every detail, from the lyrics to the lighting, worked in harmony to tell a story that moved audiences worldwide.

That’s exactly how it works when you successfully bring a strategy to life. A strategy may start with a bold vision, but its real power emerges when the people who will bring it to life shape, test, and strengthen it. That’s what this first phase is about: Setting the Stage.

In theater, this means refining the storyline, designing the set, and preparing the performers. In strategic execution, it’s about creating the right conditions for success—aligning teams, ensuring everyone understands the vision and their role, and preparing the organization to carry it out.

All too many leaders skip this phase.

They jump straight to implementation, eager to see results. But without alignment, clarity, and commitment, strategies fall apart.

Strategy execution begins when you set the stage for your team to execute with confidence.




Slow Down to Speed Up


If there’s one piece of advice I’ve heard consistently from the best operators across industries and all experience levels, it’s this: If you don’t prepare your company for the changes a strategy brings, that strategy is almost certain to fail.

That’s easy to say. It’s much harder to act on.

Because by the time you’re ready to activate, you’re itching to go. Your leadership team is fired up. Stakeholders want to see momentum. You’ve spent weeks—maybe months—crafting a strategy you’re excited about. The last thing you want to do is pause.

But here’s the brutal truth: If people aren’t aligned, if the foundation isn’t in place, everything slows down anyway. And it slows down in a much worse way, through friction, confusion, and endless rework.

Think back to Hamilton. Miranda didn’t write the script and immediately debut it on Broadway. First, there were workshops, test performances, rewrites, and rehearsals, months and years spent refining every detail.

Would the show have worked if he skipped all of that and just “winged it” on opening night? Of course not. Yet, that’s exactly what so many organizations do when they rush into execution without preparing their teams.

I’ve made this mistake myself.

When we developed the Borders Rewards loyalty program, we were convinced we had everything figured out. We worked with an industry expert to design the program, mapped out the economics, and launched in a few test markets. The leadership team loved it. Our customers and store employees? Not so much.

The program flopped.


At first, we didn’t understand why. But when we spoke with both customers and our frontline booksellers, a pattern emerged: Customers who liked the program told us that they had spoken to booksellers who were genuinely excited about it. But those booksellers were unusual; most of the staff was not enthusiastic.

That’s when it hit me. I should have known better.

From my time working on the retail floor, I knew that frontline employees don’t care as much about corporate priorities as they care about the customer standing right in front of them. Our training materials, which focused on how great the program was for the company, meant nothing to them.

The issue wasn’t the program itself—it was how we communicated it.

We had skipped the work of alignment and validation.

So, we went back to the drawing board for the full launch. This time, we created two marketing campaigns: one for customers and one for our internal team. We produced launch kits for every bookseller, packed in a book tote bag. Inside, an oversized brochure declared, “A program you’ll be proud to share.” The content focused entirely on how the program would benefit their customers.

We also held a company-wide conference call with every field leader, featuring our president. A meeting like that had never been done before and grabbed everyone’s attention. The focus was again on the benefits for the customers, with clear goals and metrics to track our progress.

It worked.

Our booksellers became the program’s biggest advocates. And instead of customers being “sold” on the program, they were invited into it.


We exceeded our membership goal by 166 percent in the first year.

What changed? We took the time to set the stage.

Sam Decker, a veteran executive and entrepreneur who helped grow Dell’s online business to more than $3.5 billion before launching multiple startups, calls this process the “Peacock and Woodpecker” approach.

First, there’s the Peacock Phase—a bold, attention-grabbing moment that gets people excited about a new strategy. Leaders make a statement, build momentum, and ensure everyone feels the energy of what’s coming. Then comes the Woodpecker Phase—the relentless effort of embedding the strategy into daily operations. This is where execution lives and dies. After the excitement fades, the real work begins: reinforcing priorities, troubleshooting roadblocks, and ensuring consistency over time. Most strategies fail right here, in the gap between these two phases, because excitement alone doesn’t drive execution. Sustained effort does.

Ken Pilot, a longtime retail executive who held leadership roles at Gap, J.Crew, and Ralph Lauren, describes this as “patient acceleration.”

“You have to be patient to make sure the team is keeping up with you while you continue to accelerate down the path of change. It’s like driving with two feet—one on the gas and one on the brake. They say you shouldn’t do it, but maybe that’s what it takes.”

That tension—between moving fast and making sure the team is ready—is what separates leaders who launch strategies from those who see them through. Get it right, and alignment turns into acceleration. Get it wrong, and execution stalls before it even begins. Don’t just hand teams a strategy; bring them into the process. When people help shape the plan, they do more than follow it. They own it.

This is the power of co-creation.







PART ONE Co-Creation


Avoiding the Isolation Trap






2  [image: ] Widen Your Circle


Astrategy built in isolation is a strategy built to fail.

When you involve your team in developing a strategy, something shifts. Execution stops feeling like an assignment and starts feeling like a shared mission. Alignment deepens, decisions gain clarity, and momentum builds before the first step is even taken.

Yet, co-creation isn’t always intuitive. Many leaders, especially those used to driving decisions themselves, resist the idea of opening up the process. But as entrepreneur and AquaHealth founder Steve Donaghy discovered, learning to let go can unlock an entirely new level of execution.

Steve didn’t set out to transform his leadership style. In the early days of his entrepreneurial journey, he was laser-focused on solving problems and keeping AquaHealth afloat. Back then, Steve and his partner Barclay Hansen believed that running a company meant carrying the weight of every decision themselves. It was an intense, all-consuming approach that worked well enough when the company was small, but as AquaHealth began to grow, cracks started to show.


At first, Steve didn’t see the problem. With his sleeves perpetually rolled up, he tackled challenges head on, confident that a hands-on, top-down approach was the most efficient path forward. But as the company expanded, this method of leadership began to falter. Decisions slowed down, and the team often seemed out of sync. Steve found himself stuck in a frustrating cycle, spending more time getting people on board with strategies than actually implementing them. It was clear something needed to change, but








The Science Behind Co-Creation







	Effort creates attachment. People naturally feel more connected to work they’ve contributed to. Just as assembling an IKEA chair sparks pride, employees who help shape a strategy feel a deeper sense of ownership. That makes them far more likely to champion it.

	Ownership increases perceived value. When people invest time and energy in something, they see it as more valuable, even if it’s not perfect. A strategy that employees help build will feel more important and meaningful than one handed down from leadership.
























	We are believers in imagination.

	We are adventurous and playful, because people matter.

	We are celebratory and excitable, fueled by a passion for community and belonging.

	We guide our Guests to play within their abilities, and we encourage self-improvement.

	We are accountable and results-driven, committed to our Guests, our community, and each other.
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