
[image: cover]




Praise for The Strategy Activation Playbook

“In the world of organizational decision-making, we hear one thing over and over: what matters most is the people. Yet when we make strategic plans there is one thing we forget over and over: the people. I am so excited about Aric’s book and the methodology he brings. I am excited that he puts people at the center and that his team communicates everything in a clear, simple, visual way. No one can align a team thinking about the strategy. We align teams thinking about the team.”

—Dan Roam, bestselling author of The Back of the Napkin and Draw to Win

“Strategy activation is the difference maker. Successfully leading an organization through real, authentic strategic transformation is hard, and damn near impossible without an investment in and commitment to strategy activation. Give yourself the best chance for success by following Wood’s framework, learning new and modern skills, and committing to the journey that he outlines in this book. As a CEO who has done it, I can tell you it really works.”

—Andy Youniss, Executive Chairman, Rocket Software

“In 2020, I partnered with Aric Wood and XPLANE on a major change initiative. Little did we know, the world of work would change dramatically as we undertook our work together. The Strategy Activation Playbook reflects the human-centered, empathetic, co-creative process I witnessed firsthand. It is a different and much needed approach in time when we are all searching for meaningful ways to design our shared future.”

—Lisa Schwartz, COO, Mathematica, Inc.

“Aric’s approach to strategy activation is the critical ingredient organizations need to move from a great plan on paper to real results. I’ve worked with Aric across 4 companies and each time he’s helped invigorate the full organization to truly believe in its strategy… and have a lot of fun along the way!”

—Amanda Eisel, CEO, Zelis

“The Strategy Activation Playbook is a must-read for anyone who wants to move from the 80 percent who fail to execute their strategy to the successful 20 percent. Aric has captured one of the key reasons why most organizations do not effectively execute—they do not activate the energy of their people to want to execute. In this powerful and easy to read book, Aric breaks down what it takes to activate your strategy and provides useful tools to help you energize and activate your people to overcome the gap between planning and execution.”

—Norman Wolfe, CEO, Quantum Leaders and author of The Living Organization: Transforming Business to Create Extraordinary Results
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For Hadius

Humans will eventually manifest that which they imagine.
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introduction

Strategy activation is an emerging field. Not quite change management, definitely not strategy execution, strategy activation is a new discipline emerging in tandem with the modern organization, which is more diverse, empowered, and independent-minded than the top-down, hierarchical organizations of old.

Strategy activation fits in between strategic planning and strategy execution. The space between these two is the desert where strategy goes to die.

Brought up in old models of business, many leaders still believe that when we jump directly from strategic plans to strategy execution people will just follow along. But that’s not our current reality. Because organizations now compete on creativity and innovation, we have built a creative and empowered workforce which thinks for themselves. And in that gap between strategic planning and strategy execution, there is a choice. These empowered, critically-thinking teams can decide for themselves whether they agree with the strategy and the plan—and whether they plan to follow it.

Strategy activation, and change activation at large, is about understanding the people in the system: their wants, needs, and barriers to change, and how to persuade them to join your cause and move forward together. It’s about bridging that gap between strategic planning and strategy execution with a new, critical middle ground that persuades, aligns, and engages people to move in new directions.

As such, it’s a new branch within the realm of business acumen—anchored not in the typical MBA curriculum but more in psychology, learning and development theory, and design thinking (with its tenets of empathy, observation, and user-centricity). It requires upgrading current systems of business and change management with a new toolkit of capabilities and methods drawn from broad disciplines, far afield from traditional business training.
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As the world changes, and the pace of change only continues to accelerate, a leader’s ability to navigate change while motivating people to achieve an organization’s purpose will be one of the most important new capabilities to nurture, and is critical to leadership success.

Based on three decades of experience leading strategy activation programs across the spectrum of organizations from Fortune 500 to government entities, global NGOs, and nonprofit organizations of all sizes, we’ve assembled a successful framework, a toolkit of methods, and a set of proven principles and best practices, which collectively shape the emerging practice of strategy activation.

This book is a playbook for leaders to activate change—a toolkit you can begin to apply immediately in developing your own organization’s capacity to change and adopt new strategies at scale.
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part 1

why strategies fail

In most organizations, strategies are dead before they are launched.

We’ve all seen this show: the organization brings together leaders to develop a new strategy, or outsources the work to a strategy consulting firm, and the result is a 150-page PowerPoint presentation that’s incomprehensible to all but the authors. The strategy then gets unveiled by the CEO at a Town Hall meeting, after which every employee is expected to understand their role and begin executing the plan.
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But that’s not what happens. We know from research that 80 percent of strategies fail,(1) despite an incredible initial investment in strategy development. It’s estimated that organizations spend over $160 billion globally to hire outside consultants(2)—and likely many multiples of that, when you consider the internal time and expense of strategy development and execution, as well as the hard-cost investments required to support the strategy itself.

This is an incredible black hole of waste, and a significant drain on an organization’s ability to compete and advance their mission. With an 80 percent failure rate, the return on investment for strategy work is abysmal, and yet we continue to see the strategy consulting industry growing year after year.
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Importantly, this phenomenon isn’t only true of global corporate strategies, but all types of strategies across the organization—from enterprise-wide shifts to functional process changes, culture transformations, and new approaches to working at every level. Any change that requires people to do something differently than the way they have worked historically may be considered a strategy shift, subject to the same investment in shifting people’s mindsets, behaviors, and ways of working.

It’s time to examine what’s happening here, and how we can fix it. So, why do strategies fail, and how can you as a leader beat the odds?

Many studies have looked at this question, and of course the answer is complex. There may be competitive and external factors resulting in unforeseen circumstances that undermine the strategy. Perhaps the strategy doesn’t consider or overestimates the actual capabilities of the organization. It’s possible that the strategy itself is flawed.

However, if we net these factors out, and focus on the people side of the equation, the picture becomes clearer. In our thirty years of working with global firms doing strategy activation work, we’ve seen that strategies fail for three primary reasons.
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First: Employee Line of Sight

Our biggest failing is that we treat organizations like a machine that can be programmed: if we point in a new direction, we expect the organization to go there. But organizations are made up of people, each with their own mind, wants, and needs. As a result, each person needs to understand not only what we’re doing and why, but also—very importantly—what their role is. They need to understand where they fit in, how they contribute, and how their work has meaning.

We call this line of sight: the ability to see clearly how one’s role and responsibilities ladder up to support the larger strategy.

Most organizations are terrible at deploying strategy at this level. Organizations typically paint a reasonably clear view of where they want the entire organization to go, but they usually fail to address how the strategy will impact different stakeholders in the organization—and to bring it to life for the very employees that must carry it forward.

Second: Lack of Employee Engagement

The second reason strategies fail is that we often ignore the importance of employee engagement. Employees need to see clearly how they are linked to the strategy (line of sight). And to move to action, they must also have an emotional connection to the organization and its goals, along with some participation in the process. People want to connect to a greater purpose and to understand how what they do contributes to it.

And yet, employees are rarely engaged in strategy development, and often not even in the planning for strategy execution. It’s part of the reason consultants get the bad rap of just throwing a plan over the wall. But they aren’t wholly to blame: leaders of the organization need to find ways to engage employees at key points throughout the process to surface their insights and engage them in planning and execution.

Even if an employee sees the path forward clearly, to join you they need to want to embark on the journey. For them to do that, they need to clearly understand the why of the change, what’s in it for them, how they will be supported, and, most importantly, how they can contribute.
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Engaging employees in the process not only brings their valuable insights into the strategy and action plan, but it also accelerates adoption, because they feel some ownership of the result.

Third: Lack of Investment in Activation

Finally, the largest reason strategies fail is that we simply don’t plan and resource an activation program that engages our teams to bring the strategies we create to life. We plan a plan, but we don’t plan how to engage people in the plan.

Imagine designing a house with an architect, creating a blueprint design, sourcing the site and materials, and then expecting all the contractors to just show up and magically collaborate to build the structure. We’d never do that—instead, we’d sit down with a general contractor and architect to develop a detailed plan to build our house in a phased approach, with clear roles and responsibilities for who does what, when, and in what order, to ensure that our vision for the house becomes real, and it’s built as we expect.

And yet, with many strategies, we hire the architect (strategy consultants) to design detailed strategic plans but make very little, if any, investment in planning how we’ll bring those plans to life. We share the blueprint, but we don’t take the next, critical steps to organize our teams and equip them for success.
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There are numerous, well-researched studies that outline other points of failure in strategy execution, and it’s not our intent to dismiss them—we can learn something from all of them. However, as it relates to the people side of the equation, which is this book’s focus, these three failure points are the most common ones we’ve seen in our work. We’ll explore each in the next chapters.




Line of Sight

We defined line of sight as the ability to see clearly how a person’s role and responsibilities ladder up to and support the larger strategy.

I said that most organizations are terrible at deploying strategy at this level, leading to a failure to truly bring it to life for the very employees that must carry it forward. What I mean by that is this: The best organizations are often very good at socializing their mission, purpose, values, vision, even their strategy. These elements are all shared anchors that are (or should be) consistent across the organization, regardless of where you sit within it.

But even the best organizations often fail to go to the next step: linking these shared anchors to individual roadmaps of teams and roles of individuals. This is the critical “last mile” in generating line of sight.

To visualize this, we call the sum of these elements your organization’s navigation system. Your navigation system is the combination of anchor elements that allow an employee to clearly understand the organization’s reason for being, its culture, its plans, and their role within it. It often looks like this: mission, purpose, values, vision, strategy, roadmap, and role map.
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We’ll delve into the navigation system later in the book, but for now, it should be apparent that each element of the system needs to be aligned and linked. Our vision should show us what our future looks like as we pursue our purpose and mission. Our values should describe how we behave in the pursuit of our vision. Our strategy should describe our plan to achieve our vision, and so on.

To create line of sight, we need to link up the navigation system completely for each employee. Most often, the critical points of connection are the next steps between the strategy, the roadmap, and each individual’s role map.

The roadmap breaks the strategy down into achievable parts. Not everyone on the team will go to the summit: some will supply the team, some will row the boat, some will build the base camp. Having a clear roadmap that links teams to their roles in the strategy is a key next step.

Each employee should then have a clear sense of their role in the strategy. The role map, in whatever format your organization employs, should make clear what part of the strategy roadmap each person contributes to and their unique role within it.

The antidote to the problem of lack of line of sight is closing that gap and mapping the “last mile” for each employee or stakeholder. It requires an investment in “sensemaking” for each unique function, team, and individual to help them see what the roadmap of implementation is and what their unique part or contribution will be.

Only then can people achieve line of sight between themselves and the organization’s larger goals. Each individual must understand clearly what the bigger picture is and be able to define how
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