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We recently conducted an
exercise for one of our clients,
a large retail organization. It
highlighted that over 80% of
the company’s leaders and
senior executives did not clearly
understand their organization’s
key strategic priorities or how
their work could contribute to
achieving those.
The results were a shock to the
Chief Strategist and the CEO as
they communicated the strategy
regularly through various
channels.
The recent studies on strategic
misalignment conducted by
Gartner, PMI, MIT Sloan, HBR all
confirm that most organizations
fall far short when it comes to
aligning strategy with execution.
For example, PMI reports
that more than 10% of capital
spent on projects is lost due
to strategic misalignment.
Gartner insights suggest that
70% of organizations have little
confidence in their ability to
reduce the gap between strategy
and execution. This alignment
gap can determine the difference
between success and failure.
Not surprisingly, we are seeing
that monitoring strategy
execution is a top priority in
all our recent business agility
engagements.
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Your company’s
future depends
on its strategy
today
Today’s rapidly changing digital
landscape demands organizations
execute their strategy with
unprecedented speed and agility.
Enterprises are fighting for that
competitive edge. The promise of a
methodology that can swiftly respond
to unpredictability has sent interest
soaring in Agile adoption, and yet
business agility has remained elusive.
Our recent business agility
engagements have been with
organizations that adopted Agile at
scale a few years ago but haven’t
managed to reap the promised benefits
of agility and productivity. A common
theme across these organizations was
the lack of strategic alignment, the root
cause for being stuck in the chasm.
As businesses pursue more
ambitious and cross enterprise digital
transformation initiatives to stay
relevant, minimizing the alignment gap
is paramount to thriving and beating
the competition.
Typical effects or outcomes of this
alignment gap include:
Investments are disjointed from
strategy, fractionalizing money, and
employee effort
Significant wasted investment (time,
money, resource)
Individual over collective effort
An overall slowing in the
organization’s response to changes
in strategic priorities
Change fatigue, and worst cynicism
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Strategic misalignment:
Symptoms and causes
Strategic alignment is a process of creating cohesion and unity with an organization's
decisions and activities to support achieving agreed strategic objectives. This entails
cascading the organization's strategic objectives and ensuring strategy delivery by
establishing accountability and reporting through regular checkpoints.
Strategic misalignment occurs when the operational activities of an organization are
not aligned with the defined strategic goals and outcomes of the organization. The
reason why most organizations fail to execute their strategy is often not that there is
a weakness in the strategy itself but because they are unable to maintain continuous
alignment with execution.
Strategic misalignment can silently creep in and erode the company’s performance.
Early detection of the problem will allow businesses a chance to accomplish their
strategic objectives and drive productivity gains. Companies should always look out for
misalignment symptoms such as business and IT divide, cultural issues causing low
employee morale, struggling to drive innovation, stalled growth, etc. Let’s explore some
of the key symptoms and root causes.
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Symptoms – How to spot
strategic misalignment?
Let’s examine the signs of
strategic misalignment at different
organizational levels that can lead to
an early diagnosis
Transactional Business and IT
relationship:
When there is an adversarial business
and technology relationship, there
is a misalignment of purpose in the
organization. Partnership, teamwork,
and joint accountability must be
incentivized to build a cohesive
relationship. Also, IT strategy must be
fully integrated with business strategy
from the start for all to work toward
shared outcomes.
Plagued with silo mentality:
As companies pursue more crossenterprise initiatives to drive their
digital ambitions, another common
symptom seen is that skill silos can
form at a team or functional level.
Functional silos are specifically
designed to isolate and insulate
workers from communication
overheads. Theoretically, it should
improve productivity, but in reality, it
degrades real productivity by creating
misalignment, bottlenecks, and delay.
Cultural erosion and reduced
employee engagement:
Often noticeable when leaders are
being pressured to produce results
in the short term, making it difficult
to (re)align to new strategy. Working
hand to mouth takes a toll, lowering
engagement and eroding company’s
culture and overall performance.

Stalled growth and struggle to
innovate:
The ability to innovate often requires the
willingness to abandon sunk costs and
sweep away the status quo – requiring a
rapid shift in priorities based on iterative
learnings. Misalignment leads to a lack
of agreement on priorities, and decisions
take a long time, making innovation
nearly impossible.
Promises of Lean-Agile transformation
go unfulfilled:
Wherever there is balkanization and
individual optimization at the expense
of collective objectives, there is strategic
misalignment. We have seen this to be
a common issue across organizations
that adopted Agile at scale but have
not managed to reap the promised
benefits of increased adaptability and
productivity.
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Root causes – Why strategic
misalignment occurs?
There are many ways in which
strategic misalignment can creep into
an organization. Let's look at some of
the root causes below:
Alignment as an annual activity:
If an organization wants to be able
to respond to change that happens
more frequently than once a year,
then strategy monitoring, revision
and realignment must happen on a
frequency approximating the pace
of change. Quarterly, at least, or
monthly, if required.
Poor visibility and traceability of
measurable strategic outcomes:
One of the leading causes of
misalignment is the lack of visibility
and traceability of efforts to
measure outcomes. The hierarchical
refinement of a strategy and its
desired outcomes throughout the
organization is essential. Local
objectives must be within the reach of
those being governed by them.
Skill-based organization structure:
Organizing skillsets into silos may
create a durable organizational
structure, minimize communication
overhead & enhance productivity.
However, it can lead to misalignment,
miscommunication, and waste. Why
focus on a durable organizational
structure when the world is changing?
Organizations and business strategies
need to change instead of relying
on artificial stability - a root cause
of the inability to respond to change
needs to change. Why shouldn’t
our organization also change? Such
artificial stability is a root cause of the
inability to respond to change.

Rigid annual planning and budgeting
cycle:
Bucketing all capabilities and features
in one project is not an effective way
to optimize return on investment. The
funding of outcomes needs to be tied to
each capability and feature. Only agile
planning supports this granularity with
an intrinsic traceability structure. The
funding cycle must be synchronized with
the strategy cycle. If the latter speeds up,
the former must as well.
When strategy gets lost in
communication:
When it comes to strategy, it is a cardinal
sin to keep it a corporate secret and not
communicate across the organization.
A close second is when the corporate
strategy is communicated in vague
PowerPoint decks and never refined or
translated as it is communicated through
the organization. Again, the link to the
strategy must be within the sight and
reach of every employee.
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Adaptive strategy execution: A
pivotal enabler to strategic agility
Strategy development and execution are two sides of the same coin. A successful
business requires both. A well-developed strategy is where leadership is aligned with
the strategic objectives and the plans. On the other hand, strategy execution links
objectives and outcomes at every business level, so that they down the organization and
deliver results to achieve the strategy flow.
Without adaptive strategy execution, we end up with strategic misalignment leading to a
lack of transparency on strategy delivery. This is very frustrating for CXOs as it impedes
their ability to move fast to align with changing market conditions and quickly and
decisively implement new strategies.
The COVID Accelerator
While this realization has been dawning in C-suites for some years, the global economic
shocks due to COVID-19 brought a rude awakening. Many business leaders found that
they weren’t prepared to respond swiftly to changing market conditions.
One successful business agility engagement started with a similar shock and
awakening of a CIO of a large retail organization. He had 300 odd projects running in his
organization but had little confidence whether most of his investments were linked to
critical strategic priorities. Further, as some priorities needed to evolve to respond to the
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pandemic shocks, he didn’t have an objective process to determine which initiatives
should keep their funding.
The focus of the engagement was to establish an adaptive strategy execution
framework, leveraging the Objectives and Key Results (OKRs) methodology. It also
focused on evolving the role of program and portfolio management leaders from being
“Auditors” to “Orchestrators” - focusing their attention on validating and maintaining
continuous strategic alignment. This powerful combination yielded phenomenal results
for the organization by enabling strategic agility.
Below is an illustrative overview of the flow of strategy execution competency that
we implemented in this organization to enable continuous strategy alignment with
execution.
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Please note that while the illustration highlights the change in the “process” elements
of the operating model, it creates an equally significant change to the “people” (mindset
and culture), “structure” and “technology” elements of the operating model. All
these require time, intention, and good change management to implement. In the
next section, we shall explore how to make this change across the people, process and
technology elements that happen to amplify strategic agility.
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How to reduce the strategic
alignment gap and transform
strategy into desired results?
Bringing together the collective experience of UST in enhancing strategic alignment for
Fortune 500 clients, we have identified and illustrated below five pragmatic steps that
organizations can take to reduce the strategic alignment gap.
Pragmatic steps to enhance strategic agility
Strategic agility
1

2
Iterative strategy
Emphasize strategy
as iterative learning
process over annual
planning exercise

3
Leadership and culture
Emphasize building
cohesive leadership
to foster greater
alignment and drive the
right behaviors

4

Structural fluidity
Emphasize unleashing
network of empowered
teams organized
around streams of
value

5
Process agility
Emphasize workflows,
funding & governance
are directed towards
continuous delivery of
value

Technology enablement
Emphasize digital first
and leverage technology
enablement to improve
visibility & traceability of
strategic goals

7

BRINGING AGILITY TO STRATEGY

8

Key pragmatic steps to enhance
strategic agility
Leveraging our learnings over the last
few years, we identified five key steps
that helped us to build momentum to
amplify strategic enterprise agility:
01 Iterative strategy:
Continuous monitoring, validation and
iterative amendment of the strategy are
vital to implementing strategic agility.
A linear approach to strategy cannot
handle uncertainty. The adoption of
OKRs as a strategy execution framework
elegantly supports iteratively executing
and evolving strategy based on new
learnings.
02 Leadership and culture:
The leadership team should unite on
a common set of strategic objectives
for the business rather than pursuing a
personal agenda. However, we have often
seen that the leaders have a different
interpretation of how the strategy fits
into their business and career plans. This
is the source of much local optimization
and willful misalignment, and generally
occurs when the leaders don’t model the
right servant leadership style behaviors.
Servant leadership creates a culture of
trust, empowerment and fast decision
making that builds the momentum for
strategic agility in the organization.
Hence it is vital to drive these cultural
changes to enable strategic coherence.
03 Structural fluidity:
Traditional organizational structures
are hierarchal, often create skill silos
and are slow to react to change in
strategy. Organizations looking to adopt
a customer-centric structure focus on
organizing a network of empowered,

cross-functional and non-hierarchal
teams around value streams. This
new organizational structure is better
equipped to respond to changes in
strategy. As organizations pursue more
ambitious cross-enterprise digital
initiatives to stay relevant, they also
see a need for integrating portfolio
management functions to align and
prioritize these change initiatives.
04 Process agility:
Rigid planning, governance, and
investment processes can be key
contributors to strategic misalignment.
Organizations looking to enhance
strategic agility should therefore focus
on implementing adaptive planning
and investment processes and align
investments with value streams
and business outcomes to enhance
strategic agility. In addition, a Lean
approach to portfolio governance
that emphasizes measuring business
outcomes (using OKRs), decentralizing
decision-making, and visualizing the
flow of value can significantly reduce
the alignment gap.
05 Technology enablement:
Technology enablement implies
the organization can leverage its IT
infrastructure & architecture, products
& platforms, data and insights to
improve the visibility of value and
constraints. This will drive data-led
decisions on defining goals and
tracking strategy. Investment in nextgen digital technologies is needed
to strengthen the momentum of
strategic agility.
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Key takeaways
Enabling strategic agility isn’t an
easy process. However, alignment
becomes easier when the enterprise
can identify value streams and
organize people around them.
If implemented correctly, the
adaptive strategy execution
framework, leveraging the OKRs
methodology and the Lean-Agile
approach to Portfolio Governance,
offers a path to maintain strategic
focus and alignment continuously.
This enables dynamically
repositioning investments if the
strategy changes.
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Final thoughts: Strive for progress,
not perfection. Throughout this
article, we talk about “reducing”
the alignment gap and not how we
fully “close” this gap, which only
happens when an organization
achieves perfect alignment. While
this may appear a tempting goal, it
is not feasible given the uncertainty
that surrounds enabling change.
Successful implementations of
strategic agility treat alignment
as a continuous improvement
journey – there is always room for
improvement!
Connect with us to learn more about
strategic agility in business, why it is
needed, and how to implement it.
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