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BOARDROOM STRATEGY

MIKE DESJARDINS
Execution: the missing piece of 
the corporate strategy puzzle

This is the time of year 
when many businesses 

are deep into strategy plan-
ning. It’s the perfect time to 
talk about the missing piece of 
the strategy puzzle: execution.

!e more time you spend 
focused on strategic planning, 
the more you will start to no-
tice a trend. Let’s call it the 
10/90 rule: 10% of the value 
of strategic planning is in the 
creation of a solid plan that 
outlines direction and prior-
ities for the coming year; 90% 
of the plan’s value comes from 
an organization’s ability to ef-
fectively execute that plan.

!is begs the question: if 
90% of a plan’s value comes 
from successful execution, 
why do so many organiza-
tions focus on creating a plan 
and fall short when it comes 
to execution? 

Unfortunately, most of the 
time there’s a Grand Canyon-
sized gap between what needs 
to be done to execute the plan 
successfully and the approach 
within the organization to 
making it happen.

Here is a &ve-step process 
to help you make the shi' to 
execution.

Step 1: Clearly define 
actions and accountabilities 
Without clear action steps 
connected to each objective, 
owned by a person, with clear 
dates, budgetary requirements 
and metrics, most plans are 
simply position papers on 
“where we should focus for 
some period of time.” Focus 
on fewer priorities attached 
to realistic budgets and time 
frames. !e payo( will be a 
powerful momentum that 
builds as people start hitting 
target dates versus the mo-
tivation drop that comes with 
consistently missing account-
abilities. 

Step 2: Connect the 
strategy to people
!e second challenge of exe-
cution is having the right 
people in the right places to 
handle the action steps re-
quired within the plan. 

Start by bringing the or-
ganizational chart into the 
picture during the planning 
process and demonstrat-
ing an openness and will-
ingness to shift roles and 
responsibilities. Avoid the 
trap of assigning account-
abilities to people by default. 
Instead, choose the people 
who have the motivation and 

the competence to produce 
results. Ensure that people 
understand what’s expected 
of them, and reward them 
when they produce great re-
sults.

Step 3: Create a 
culture of change
Creating a culture of change 
requires openness to explor-
ing possibilities outside of 
the framework of “how we 
do things here.” People also 
far prefer to be engaged in the 
process of change versus sim-
ply being told that changes are 
coming.

Work on improving can-
dour within your organiz-
ation by encouraging, sup-
porting and training on dif-
&cult conversations. Ensure 
that the leaders in your com-
pany are following through 
and demonstrating openness 
to candour and new ideas. 
Align your day-to-day deci-

sions and actions with the pri-
orities outlined in the plan – 
especially those that people 
are skeptical of, and others 
should follow suit.

Step 4: Review, 
evaluate and revise
The current pace at which 
industries, markets, com-
petitors and the economy is 
changing requires that you 
stress-test your strategy plan 
with a reality check. Even 
plans that were strong at in-
ception get sidetracked, and 
what was once a solid plan 
ends up as a binder collecting 
dust on the shelf. 

Schedule quarterly stra-
tegic planning followup ses-
sions to review, evaluate and 
revise the plan and provide 
a check and balance around 
individual accountabilities. 
Schedule them early, and 
demonstrate follow-through 
by placing the same import-
ance on the followup meet-
ings as you did on the ori-
ginal planning session.

Your strategy plan’s suc-
cess is inextricably tied to 
your organization’s ability 
to execute against that plan. 
A less robust plan executed 
)awlessly will trump a com-
plicated plan le' in the &ling 
cabinet.

For more on this topic, I’d 
recommend reading Execu-
tion: !e Discipline of Getting 
Things Done by Larry Bos-
sidy and Ram Charan. 

Mike Desjardins is the CEO 
at ViRTUS (www.virtusinc.
com), an organizational de-
velopment consulting firm 
with expertise in strategic 
planning and implementa-
tion, leadership development, 
change management and suc-
cession planning for medium 
to large organizations. 

A less robust plan 

executed flawlessly will 

trump a complicated plan 

left in the filing cabinet

LEADERSHIP LESSONS

ROSIE STEEVES
Your company deserves 
a break – from you

Time and time again stud-
ies inform us of how im-

portant vacations are. 
One study I ran across a 

while ago tracked the out-
put of people who took 100% 
of their annual vacation as 
compared with those who 
took less than 100%. Over a 
period of a year, the net out-
put of the group that took all 
of their vacation was con-
siderably greater than those 
who did not – despite the fact 
the former group were in the 
o*ce for less time.

In another study con-
ducted by Hyatt Resorts:
78% of executives said va-

cations were “absolutely ne-
cessary to prevent executive 
burnout”;
75% said vacations im-

proved their personal job 
performance;
68% said time o( improved 

their creativity; 
48% said merely anticipat-

ing a vacation increased their 
productivity; and
81% said their employees’ 

job performance improves 
a'er a vacation. 

Other studies have con-
&rmed that vacation reduces 
stress and the chance of 
burnout and increases crea-
tivity and company loyalty. 

So as this Christmas holi-
day season comes to an end 
and we look ahead to another 
year, I have a question for you. 
Did you take 100% of your al-
located vacation in 2009 or 
did you fail, for one reason or 
another, to &nd time to take 
all your vacation? 

If you’re in the former 
group, congratulations. You 
have done something that 
many find a challenge and 
is unfortunately increasing-
ly rare. 

But if you’re in the lat-
ter, shame on you! Not just  

because you likely neglected 
your family and other things 
you say you hold dear, but 
also because in not taking all 
your vacation you probably 
lost money for your com-
pany. You were likely less ef-
&cient, less creative and your 
presence might have con-
tributed to a disengaging en-
vironment.

It is easy enough to get 
caught in the trap of time. 
While a few leaders I know 
of are unable to take vacation 
because of their own pre-
sumed self-importance, for 
most the struggle lies with 
a deep commitment to the 
organization and their em-
ployees. Not wanting to let 
anyone down and profound-
ly committed to the organ-
ization’s success they &nd it 
di*cult to walk away. Know-
ing how busy others are, they 
&nd it di*cult to delegate to 
capable but already over-
loaded direct reports. Not 
wanting to say no or be seen 
as sel&sh, they &nd bound-
aries )exing. 

Ultimately for many, the 
stress of getting ready for the 
vacation is o'en not worth 
the bene&t. And if they do 
manage to leave the office, 
for many their physical de-
parture is not supported 
with an emotional one. 
Staying connected through 
BlackBerrys while lying on 
the beach hardly constitutes 
time away. In such circum-
stances others may not even 
know you are away. 

When I talk to executives 

about their vacation plans, 
I often hear them say that 
they are OK with not tak-
ing all their vacation time. 
A'er all, they tell me, their 
children have le' home and 
their spouses don’t expect 
anything di(erent. 

!at may be the case, but 
organizational norms and 
culture are defined by the 
behaviour of organizational 
role models. 

When executives work 
long hours and do not take 
su*cient vacation days the 
message is clear:

those loyal to the company 
are willing to sacri&ce their 
personal needs for the good 
of the organization;

those at the top are indis-
pensable and do not trust 
those below to manage the 
business in their absence;

you get ahead by putting in 
time; and

what matters most is “pre-
senteeism,” in which employ-
ees show up for work even 
when they’re too ill or tired to 
be e(ective at their jobs

Many in organizations 
fail to fully appreciate that by 
trying to do the right thing 
they’re seriously hurting the 
organization. It’s ironic that 
when it comes to vacation, a 
little sel&shness may be in the 
best interests of everyone.

So as we enter a new dec-
ade, how about booking 
some non-negotiable vaca-
tion time? It’s one of the best 
things you can do for your 
organization. Oh, and your 
family may appreciate it as 
well! 

Rosie Steeves (rosie@refin-
eryleadership.com) is the 
co-principal of the Refinery 
Leadership Partners Inc., a 
Vancouver-based consulting 
company.
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