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“Strategy” is a word with so many differ-

ent interpretations that any collection 

of executives debating the issue could 

well be talking past each other.

We’ve come to realise that there are five 

levels of “strategy” and that the ideal strat-

egy process must move seamlessly from the 

one level to the next. At any point in time, 

a company might have to focus its strategic  

planning process on only one or two of these 

strategy levels.

Critical to successful implementation is having 

a clear view of which of these levels is this year’s 

point of focus.

The strategy levels that we observe are:

Implementing strategy is really hard work

Big strategic ideas are plentiful, yet relative-
ly few strategies can be described as hav-
ing revolutionised the entire organisation. 
Execution is extraordinarily difficult – this is 
where real innovation and ingenuity is required.  
Successful strategy execution is a unique blend of 
nuts, bolts and really bright ideas!

The pitfalls of implementing strategy 
and what to do about them:
Having been involved in more than 370 strategic 

implementation projects, we’ve noted many 

categories of “strategy break points” that come 

between the big strategic idea and innovative 

implementation excellence.  Identify these early 

and avoid disappointing execution down the line. 

Some examples are.

Not clearly identifying which of the five levels 

of strategy the debate should be focused upon: 

The first step is to decide this (using the dia-

gram in this article) to ensure that the debate 

stays focused. Companies usually need focus 

on only one or two of these in a given planning 

period. If you’re finding that you must address 

all, you’re going to have to totally reinvent your 

company – an event that, fortunately, doesn’t 

happen every year!

Increasing misinterpretation of the big 

strategic idea vision as it moves out of 

the executive suite into the organisation. 

A quick survey by people who understand your 

strategy and how this should bring fundamental 

change can quickly pinpoint if and where this is 

the cause of non-delivery.

Not starting the process with a thorough 

unpacking of the detailed changes re-

quired to implement the new strategy.  

Often this is hindered by the “not knowing 

what we don’t know” syndrome. Again perhaps  

outsiders can help your team both under-

stand the nuances and the extent of the many  

changes required.

Inadequate realignment of company resources 

with the new strategy. Old habits die hard! For 
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example, the sales team might concentrate on 

customers that have been historically impor-

tant. Strategy might, however, require consid-

erable investment in emerging groups of cus-

tomers.  Fundamental questions must be asked 

about how to successfully “break with the old” 

– a tough thing for incumbent managers to do.

Leaving the brand/product portfolio un-

touched. New strategies require a hard look 

at which brands/products to reposition, divest 

and where new ones may be created or ac-

quired. For example, a decision to be the low-

cost leader is a decision to streamline the port-

folio – but often ‘’old favourites’’ are allowed to 

remain at the cost of efficiency.

Most important, tackle implementation is-

sues fast! Problems of strategy implementa-

tion might seemingly be small (concept testing 

and making critical decisions) or large (a pat-

tern of many strategy break points). It’s neces-

sary to tackle them immediately. Time flies and 

disillusionment with what should have been the 

big strategic idea can set in with great cost to  

the organisation. 

Moving quickly to overcome implementa-

tion constraints maintains the momentum of 

change and the achievement of the holy grail 

of “successful strategic execution”.
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The challenge of successfully  
implementing strategy
By Mike Perry 

As objective outsiders, we’ve been able to observe executives implementing hun-
dreds of strategic initiatives. In implementing strategy, the executive’s mission is to 
go beyond the creation of grand strategy and develop those innovative business 
solutions that aid and ensure successful execution – only then do they create the 
legacy of implementation excellence.

Lesson:	Successful strategy execution is a unique blend of nuts, bolts and equally bright ideas!

Grand Strategy: 
(Fundamental Re-Direction 

of the Business)

The Big Picture
(Shaping future opportunity)

Innovative Marketing Initiatives
(Taking on the market and competition)

Functional Re-alignment of the Organisation
(Restructuring; pricing strategy;  

sales force re-design)

New Implementation Excellence
(System; Benchmarking; Briefing Third Parties)

Grand Strategy: Fundamental re-direction of the business, an example being an insurance company 

repositioning itself as a financial services group.

Getting the big picture into focus: This is the process of understanding market scenarios and 

deciding the shape of future opportunity.

Creating innovative marketing initiatives: This is about creating new propositions  

to the market and upstaging competition.

Functional re-alignment of the organisation: A truly new strategy cannot be implemented 

with an obsolete organisation. The scope of functional realignment is broad and might include 

organisational restructuring, new pricing strategies or sales force re-design.

New implementation excellence: This involves a wide variety of activities such as 

benchmarking against the competition and other industries; introducing new systems  

and getting third parties (eg distributors, retailers or advertising agencies) to understand  

their new role.


