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What is strategy deployment within a lean environment  
In today’s ever-changing business environment ‘Strategy’ is considered as being critical to success, 
but I would dare say the deployment and execution of the strategy is even more essential. The 
fundamental misconception is that if we can come up with a winning Strategy the job is done. This is 
only the beginning of the process after which the real work starts, ensuring we make the strategy a 
living part of our organization across all levels. I am going to spend some time giving you a practical 
guide on how to implement a successful strategy by briefly unpacking some of my experiences and 
practical examples of what worked and what didn’t. 

This article will focus more on Strategy deployment as a root cause in strategy failure as opposed to 
strategy formulation. A study showed only 10% of organizations achieve 67% of their strategy 
objectives, while only 36% achieve between 50%-67% and 54% achieve less than 50%. (Jansen, n.d.) I 
would argue that it’s not about What you are doing in most cases, it’s How you do it. Many 
companies spend weeks or months focusing on the perfect strategy, yet how many spend even 10 
percent of this time on deploying the strategy and getting teams to connect with it. If I had to ask 
how much time you spent on strategy deployment versus strategy formulation in your last session, I 
would surmise most answers would be “we did not spend enough time on this”.  If we consider that 
even the best strategies need a team to make them successful, why haven’t we given this the time 
needed? It could be that it’s not as glamorous as developing an earth-shattering strategy or perhaps 
it’s simply because we don’t have experience deploying strategies and understanding the 
importance thereof.  I want this paper to reflect and create understanding around the common 
misalignments in strategy deployment.  

How you can go about deploying strategy successfully into Supply Chain using a Lean way of thinking 
(Strategy Deployment Mental Model) (Pascal Dennis , 2009), whilst ensuring we focus on the 
importance of successful strategy deployment. 

Before we focus on this, let’s recap our understanding of the following two points. 

What is and what isn’t strategy? 

Strategy deployment Mental model (Pascal Dennis , 2009) and the Hoshin Kanri tool.  

What is Strategy? 
Having worked in Manufacturing for over 18 years and having responsibility from implementation to 
formulating strategies for my team and multiple sites across different geographies, I found that the 
fundamental building blocks remained the same. No matter what industry, Strategy is a Frame-work 
for making decisions that drive actions to achieve long term goals. Essentially it helps to get a job 
done that aids a company to win competitively in industry. Strategy sets the game plan of how we 
will create value that a customer is willing to pay for, what we need to be exceptional at, what is our 
competitive advantage and how will we win within the environment we compete. There have been 
many articles on what Strategy is, with various people having added and argued several reiterations. 
Henry Mintzberg from Gill University suggesting that strategy has multiple meanings noting different 
uses of the term strategy each beginning with P: Plan, Pattern, Position and Perspective (Executive 
Consultancy Services , n.d.). I would add Strategy is the story compelling the need for change and 
the frame work on how we achieve this. Without these fundamentals I firmly believe we cannot 
truly gain critical mass to create the need or want to drive change and as a result create the 
competitive edge to remain relevant as a business. Ensuring that we create a captivating vision and 
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strategy that can be cascaded and understood through all levels of the organization, from the 
operators to the CEO is vital if you want to excel as a company. It is important to note that through 
this White paper I will focus on some tools which have worked and my thoughts on the importance 
of creating the need to make Strategy a living part of your organization that drives effective 
alignment of KPI’s, driving out silo thinking and non-value adding work. 

Strategy Deployment (Mental Model and Hoshin Kanri) 
Let’s spend a bit of time explaining one of the more successful tools I have used through my journey 
of strategy implementations. Hoshin Planning or Hoshin Kanri is only one of many tools available. 

Hoshin Kanri in Japanese means “to show the way” and is also known as Policy deployment and is 
used in Lean manufacturing. Primarily it is used to ensure the strategic goals of the business are 
delivering continuous improvement and driving actions – at every level. This helps ensure alignment 
within the organization by focusing everyone on the “True North” (True north will be explained later 
on).  

There are 7 steps in Hoshin Kanri process. (Lean Method Group, n.d.) 

1. Create a Strategic Plan (Organization Vision) 
2. Review current state and Breakthrough Objectives  
3. Develop objectives (Yearly)  
4. Start Implementation (Short term) 
5. Sustainability of Implementation (Long term focus) 
6. Review (Monthly/Weekly) 
7. Check and adjust (Yearly/Quarterly) 

Within Hoshin planning the aim is to share goals from top management down guided by the overall 
strategy of the organization whilst also sharing results from the shop floor back up to senior 
management. This ensures a virtuous circle similar to our nervous system all working toward a 
common aligned goal. This process is a key building block for the start of strategy deployment and is 
used extensively throughout Lean manufacturing environments. It is further enhanced with the 
strategy deployment mental model (Pascal Dennis , 2009)which is a structured thought process that 
can be used at all levels of an organization from strategy deployment to day to day problem solving. 
This step is the basis and start for any A3 which will be discussed later in Strategy Analysis and 
Execution. Below is an illustration for the process and steps in the Strategy deployment mental 
model. 
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Some common failures with this approach are listed below. I would suggest a disciplined approach 
when using these tools. 

Jumping to solutions and not defining the problem adequately. Make sure you understand the gap 
and the target well. Do not make assumptions. 

Superficial review of the deployment plan. Failing to understand your reality. 

Failing to prioritize and selecting too many areas to focus on 

Action plans don’t address the root cause and tend to focus on short term solutions that address the 
symptoms. 

This defines Strategy and helps define some tools that can be used to implement strategy in a lean 
business environment. In the next section we will go more into detail of how to perform strategy 
analysis and execute it effectively. 
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Strategy Analysis and Execution  
During this section we will dive deeper into Strategy analysis and execution. Strategy analysis refers 
to the process of conducting research on a company and its operating environment to formulate a 
strategy. The definition of strategy analysis may differ from an academic or business perspective, but 
the process involves several common factors.  

Identifying and evaluating data relevant to the company’s strategy  

Defining the internal and external environment to be analysed  

Using several analytic methods such as porters 5 forces analysis, SWOT analysis and value chain 
analysis. 

If Strategy analysis is all about understanding the business playing fields and the external and 
internal challenges, it would seem critical that this information; Firstly is incorporated into the 
overall strategy and Secondly the information should flow to all levels of the organization.  

Strategy analysis and defining the strategy, although complex, it is not where the concern sits. I 
would debate that where I have seen most failure is in the execution. A recent Harvard Business 
Review study showed 3/5 employees rated their organization as weak in execution. The survey 
included thousands of employees and 25% of them were senior executives (Harvard Business 
Review, n.d.). If we pause on this point for a minute, 25% of senior executives believe their 
organizations are weak in execution. Considering senior leaders are responsible for execution this is 
a quite concerning, but similar to what I have seen over my career. One of the questions in the 
survey was whether the employees agreed with the following statement: “Important strategic and 
operational decisions are quickly translated into actions” I would imagine many of us would answer 
NO. 

So how do we address this and ensure better execution of strategies which will drive breakthrough 
results. While still following the mind-set of Lean strategy deployment and essentially tying this back 
to Supply chain and manufacturing. I will explain some steps and processes I have deployed 
successfully.  

If we define ‘Execution’ it would be the actions taken daily because of information and direction 
that will deliver a desired or undesired result. A question to ask ourselves would be; “What if that 
direction or information is driven by self-interest? 

Having seen several strategies fail and succeed this is one of the biggest influences and it starts from 
flaws in not following a solid frame work from formulation to execution. I have found the following 
eleven key points sets the tone for successful strategy execution. 

Check in – Make sure you understand your team’s motivation, experience and their knowledge of 
the process.  

Define the True North - Start with Clear Direction (Strengths, key goals and objectives) 

Create a compelling story for change - Focus on the Why not just the What and How. 

Priorities – Less is more, focus on break through actions, Strategy is not a laundry list of actions. 
Focus on the end to end value chain and prioritise actions that will add value to the customer and 
organization. 
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Gain buy in – Top down and bottom up. 

Clear Alignment on KPI’s– drive out silo measures and conflicting departmental objectives, goals. I 
always use a saying in my team “Business before Plant, Plant before Departments and Departments 
before individuals” simple to say hard to practice. It is worth the extra effort in driving this point. 

Empower decision making – Give the direction and information to your teams to help fast effective 
decision making. 

Measure - Ensure all goals and objectives can and are measured timeously.  

Cascade Communicate – An important part to the process.  Communication of what the strategy is 
and how to get there needs to be understood by all levels of the team in their relevant language. 

Check – Strategy is not an annual tick box exercise. It is an ever-green process that requires 
consistent checking to make sure we stay relevant. The constant check in will ensure your strategy 
becomes a living document. 

Adjust –Don’t be afraid to make the hard calls to cut projects that are not delivering, but rather 
draining resources. Strategy is playing Chess not checkers sometimes we need to sacrifice projects 
“pieces” to achieve the “check mate”. 

Now that we have discussed the frame work, some of these points need a bit more practical 
examples that will help you to understand the real-life application. Below is an example where I have 
deployed this and seen success. 

I had just started a new position within my company, having moved from a role where I was not 
directly responsible for managing people but rather formulating strategies for multiple sites around 
continuous improvement. Having the added advantage of being in the company for many years, I 
understood the strengths and weakness of the organization, which are key when setting strategies 
and effectively executing them.  

I started by first understanding where my team was at from a motivation point (EQ) as well as a 
baseline understanding of strategies and lean principles (Theory). Both these aspects are critical, I 
started by introducing the concepts of strategy and the frame work of deployment. I was deliberate 
in the way I communicated to the team. Created the space for them to ask questions and voice the 
challenges they were experiencing by implementing reoccurring meetings in a standard calendar 
approach. Meetings should not be limited to only focusing on tactical reviews, strategic meeting are 
essential to provide the space to have thought-provoking sessions. These forums created the space 
for the team to address the noise they were experiencing during the deployment phase. If teams 
believe they have the forum to address issues on a regular basis it will lessen random noise in the 
system. The next key learning is never to assume we all have the same level of understanding of 
concepts and that we have had the same experiences in previous roles. As a team we spent many 
hours together reviewing what strategy means, what tools we can use for implementations (A3, 
PDCA boards, Tactical implementation plans etc.). We spent time understanding ourselves and had a 
number of team building and coaching circle meetings with external support (Helps to have a neutral 
voice). Understanding ourselves ensures we have time to self-reflect on our level of understanding in 
the process, our commitment and our strengths and weakness. Knowing each other as a team gives 
us the opportunity to play to our strengths and buffering our weakness before the deployment 
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starts. During a strategy deployment the team will be tested a lot so the better we know ourselves 
the better we can prepare for when the actual work starts. 

The next key milestone will be focusing on defining the “True North” this cannot be done in 
isolation, but rather needs clear guidance and consideration from the overall business. I have seen 
many failures as a result of Business units focusing on their own strategies that are not aligned with 
Global or National business objectives. Once the overall strategy (Mother A3) is defined by the 
senior leadership team you are in a position to start developing your own Strategy (Baby or Plant 
Level A3). Define your “True North” by focusing on what the Business Targets are and how you will 
deliver them. Challenge yourself and your teams to think “big”. Focusing on breakthrough ideas that 
can change the competitive landscapes. Break through thinking is not something that can just be 
done at will. Thinking strategically is something you need to practice. Your Brain is a muscle that 
consistently needs exercise so create the space and time for your team to acquire this skill. The 
bigger and bolder breakthrough initiatives create strategies that set us apart from our competition. 
Don’t focus on a laundry list of ideas and think longer term 2-3 years in the future.  

Once we understand where we want to go and what we want to achieve, we then need to identify 
what the gap vs current state is. This is critical and forms part of the almost all the other steps in the 
frame work process. 

Below is an example I have used to visually demonstrate a “true north” thinking mind-set. It is very 
important to get buy in to this concept of working towards a true north, hence the emphasis through 
this story.  Anyone who has had the opportunity of traveling to Lagos in Nigeria will relate to the 
difficulty one experiences when trying to get from point A to point B in the traffic. There is very little 
direction alignment or common ground rules. Every Driver is in it for their own interests and goals. 
Yet if you consider all the drivers have the same end goal: to arrive at their destination quickly and 
safely. Unfortunately, without a True north or an aligned goal and purpose this proves to be quite a 
difficult task.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In comparison with an Airforce flying squad where they fly in formation and everything is about a 
common purpose and goal. Every pilot knows what is needed, what needs to be done and how to do 
it. The pilots also know that if they don’t work together it can lead to catastrophic results similar to a 
business that does not work together, the end results can be catastrophic.    
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Creating that Compelling story or case for change. 
Similar to what I shared above, the effective way to create the pull or excitement about the strategy 
is through story telling. What we did as a team was to create a Strategy that could be delivered like a 
story and had a compelling and intuitive flow. Simon Sinek has defined this quite well in his TED talk 
videos “A lot of the time as leaders we tend to focus on the problems that we need to solve the 
What and the actions that will help us achieve the How. We lose sight of the Why, the emotional 
connection with our teams we are leading.” (Sinek, 2009) This is why I suggest spending a significant 
amount of time defining what is the connection to the reason for change and the reason your 
employees and teams should share your vison. We spent time unpacking this at length as a senior 
leadership team, coming up with ideas and connections to the strategy. Then going back to middle 
leadership to sense check if we were making that connection. We also included Operators and 
Technician levels into our sessions at times to get different viewpoints and ideas. Remember 
diversity and differing viewpoints should be encouraged while keeping a laser focus on priorities.  
Only once you are satisfied that you have truly established the Why should you move on with your 
strategy, otherwise your deployment plan will not gain traction or buy in. 

Prioritize to stay alive 
The concept of prioritising isn’t new to anyone, especially in the current chaos that is the 21st 
century. The process of prioritising when formulating your strategy requires the need for many 
tough calls to be made. The first is to be aware of projects or strategies that the team might not be 
ready for. The difference between success and failure could be taking on one too many 
improvement areas and essentially draining your resources, which end up impacting delivery on 
everything. Be selective and sensitize your teams to the idea that their project might not be selected 
in order to deliver on the bigger business results.  

Gaining Buy in to Build Trust 
If you truly focus on creating the compelling story of Why the team should believe, I think the battle 
is 90 percent won already. We however did apply a constant feedback loop while implementing this 
strategy. It is quite a simple flow, but worked quite well in ensuring alignment from top level 
management through to all levels of the workforce. There is an additional practical step called 
cascading which embodies this flow. This will help to build the trust with the entire workforce when 
deploying your strategy. I will discuss this later in Communicating Strategy and Leading Change. 
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Ensuring that you consistently check in with all these levels will help ensure alignment and buy in at 
all levels of the Organization, throughout the 2-3 year plan.  

Clear Alignment on KPI’s  
Aligning objectives is one of the hardest things to get right in Strategy deployment and also one of 
the first things to cause instant failure in execution. Being in manufacturing and supply chain for 
many years I have been exposed to very ridged and clear matrix of deliverables. It all serves a very 
clear purpose that helped deliver successful results. The conundrum is however these metrics or 
measures drive very specific results, which are often counterproductive or opposing within different 
departments. As an example; in supply chain the most common misalignment is when you think 
about driving Output (Volume) on the manufacturing side versus the storage of the product in the 
warehouse which is linked to Customer demand. If I were to set an Operational measure let’s say 
strive to produce as much product as you can in as short a period as possible. This will make 
complete sense as lower run hours means less cost per unit. While in Logistics the target is to lower 
working capital with the least possible storage cost, again a reasonable measure and in isolation 
makes sense. If we combine these two objectives, we can see that Operations will be pushing as 
much product as they can into a warehouse. The same warehouse that the team is trying to reduce 
space in. This all causes conflict between teams and objectives that drive silo behaviour. Neither of 
the teams are wrong in this example, but rather the business strategy and plan is not clear. You 
could change the operations objective to align with the logistics objective and drop the output. This 
might help reduce working capital. The knock-on effect however may be a higher unit cost. Neither 
trade off will be good for the overall business result, but one team needs to sacrifice their own 
objective for the greater good of the business strategy. The key is to ensure that the leadership team 
measuring employees is aligned to the fact that the business may need different targets at different 
times to achieve certain business results. At times a higher unit cost could be needed to achieve a 
reduced working capital objective. For example, if the business strategy is to free up cash in 
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inventory in order to invest in capital expansion. The trade-off will however always need to make 
overall business sense to help achieve a desired result. 

The other risk you face is by simply removing an objective you then allow inefficiencies to creep in. If 
we aligned the objective to the Logistics target, operations would have more time to produce a 
smaller quantity of product. This will influence the drive to become faster and more efficient. The 
drive for continuous improvement would also be a difficult sell as the Why won’t be there anymore.  

This is where clear strategy deployment really gains its traction and ensures clear alignment in an 
organization. The way this is achieved is through the A3 being based on a four-stage problem solving 
approach. If we take the Strategy from a business level it is clearly defined, and we understand our 
“True North”. By Virtue of this, we would have an understanding of what we are achieving vs what 
we should be achieving and have been able to identify our priorities.  

For Our example let’s say our strategy is “to win competitively through Improved supply chain costs 
while freeing up cash for future investment”. The Defined Objective is “Reducing Working Capital by 
5 days and improving Logistic cost by 10% throughout the organization”. 

Below illustrates how the flow of an A3 works. Starting with the strategy and moving to gap analysis, 
reflection, hypothesis and ultimately the action plan which will be deployed. 

(Pascal Dennis , 2009) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The fact that A3 thinking drives a problem-solving approach allows you to focus on what needs to be 
achieved and what you are currently delivering. This helps to define your gaps and put plans in place 
to rectify it. It also helps to drive an end to end approach. Let’s review our example from earlier to 
demonstrate this.  

In order to reduce the Logistics cost, you might be tempted to get straight into the solution.  

Let’s say, 

 

Our Action Plan what will we focus on for the year

Unresolved issues/follow ups

Collective sign off to the plan/ Our commitment 
Deployment leaders

What's worked well what didn’t work last year
What did we learn in the process?

This Plan will then become your Quarterly TIP's or 
Tactical implementation plans that will be reviewed 

weekly or monthly

Our Hypothesis If we do this what will we achieve 
which feeds into our action plans. Normally this is 

the stage of the Fishbone or 5 Why problem 

Strategy A3 Heading - To win competitively through Improved supply chain costs while freeing up cash for 
future investment

What's do we need to deliver his year?

Reducing Working Capital by 5 days and 
improving Logistic cost by 10% throughout the 

organization
How Did we do Last year Reflection?

What is our Gap what do we need to close

Reflections 



Driving Results Through Effective Strategy Deployment  
The Lean Thinking way 

 
41ST ANNUAL SAPICS CONFERENCE AND EXHIBITION                                                                  9 - 12 JUNE 2019, CAPE TOWN , SOUTH AFRICA 
 
© SAPICS 2019, www.sapics.org.za ISBN 978-0-6399648-1-2 PAGE  12  

 

1. Increase Direct deliveries to customers  
2. Reduce warehouse space which could reduce warehouse cost 
3. Drop safety stock to hold less inventory  
4. Reduce double handling  

All plausible and most likely have a role to play at some point in reducing cost and freeing up 
working capital. A3 thinking however pushes us to think more end to end, with a mind-set to fully 
understand the problems and apply a problem-solving approach to everything that is considered. 

If we then use this to think about the problem again but with a more end to end mind set, we could 
ask a few different questions. Considering our example what if the reason we were storing more is 
coming from other issues, such as: 

Are there too many bottle necks in manufacturing?  

Are there Conflicting KPI’s (example driving less Grade changes to improve higher output rates)? 

Do we have Forklift reliability issues that are causing shipping dates to be missed and more rework 
required? 

We need to ensure we apply this problem-solving mind set to allow us to consider the full end to 
end environment. In the A3 formulation this is done in the hypothesis section. It seems very logical 
and simple, but if done correctly can be very powerful in setting the right KPI’s.  

The only additional advice I can give in this section is to solve to root cause not to symptom and 
follow the “Constant Feedback Loop” to ensure you have the correct buy in on all levels: Top down 
and bottom up.   

Empower Decision Making  
Empowering decision making requires a good level of trust and knowledge of the team who needs to 
make the decision. For this reason, it is not so easy to achieve but vital to ensure your strategy lives a 
healthy sustainable life. Things I quickly learnt during many implementations of strategy is that 
consensus does not equal empowered decision making, there is a time and place for both. The 
critical point to focus on is ensuring adequate and relevant data is provided at the right time and in 
the right level of detail.  Easier said than done but data and information gives the team the ability to 
know what is driving a certain situation and what can be done to rectify it. In the absence of this 
data decisions are either made blindly or not made due to doubt. The second consideration should 
be trust, trust that the plan that you spent weeks or months developing is correct. I have seen how 
we tend to second guess ourselves the minute things go slightly of track and we want to formulate a 
new plan causing our teams to doubt the “True North” and the measures. When this happens not 
only will decision making slow or come to a stop, but the strategy execution will surly fail. This does 
not imply we should not check and adjust along the way and course correct, this is normal and part 
of the process. Stay true to the process and committed to the True North. 

This is where I will leave this section as the last few points, Measure, Cascade and Communicate, 
Check and Adjust will be discussed in the sections to follow.  
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Why Some Strategy Deployments go wrong 
It’s worth spending some time on this section as the better we equip ourselves in understanding 
what can go wrong the better we can plan for the future. I have put together my top 8 reasons for 
strategy deployment failure. 

Failing to adequately plan 
At the start I briefly touched on the fact that a lot of time and effort goes into the formulation of 
strategies.  Naturally this is a vitally important process and key to ensuring you have the right 
direction for the organization. I don’t suggest reducing the time spent on this stage but believe the 
same rigour and effort should be spent on understanding how to deploy this recently developed 
strategy. This is one of the most common causes of strategy deployment failing as a whole. The 
saying “if we fail to plan we plan to fail” is very cliché but the reality. Be deliberate, plan like you 
would if you were doing a Multi million Rand project.  

Misaligned Goals and Objectives 
Arguably objective misalignment is one of the biggest causes of poor results and execution as well as 
being one of the key causes of conflict and frustrations amongst teams. This is especially true when 
objectives are not aligned between departments. Objectives are essentially the instructions we give 
to our teams on a daily basis in order for us to achieve our goals or vision.  A clear vision and strategy 
does not necessarily guarantee departmentally aligned objectives. We all know that there has been 
a lot of work and communications on objectives needing to be SMART: Specific, Measurable, 
Achievable, Realistic, Time bound (George Doran, 1981) but this is not enough. Objectives should 
also be reviewed critically, and 3 important questions need to be asked. 

1. Does the objective add value to the strategy?  
2. Does the objective build alignment between departments or does it drive conflict that 

promotes silo thinking? 
3. If I remove the objective what wouldn’t be achieved and if we remove it so what? 

Asking and answering these questions should help promote more aligned objectives from the start 
that drives the right business results.  

Failing to create the Compelling need for change 
Gone are the days where a top down ‘Hero’ leadership approach is effective, as our world continues 
to evolve people and our employees require an emotional connection. Think about how we interact 
with brands today vs 20 years ago. Before a TV ad or funny billboard was enough for people to buy 
the product and there was very little connection between the brand and the consumer. Enter social 
media and suddenly in today’s world people want to connect to the companies making the brand. 
They critically investigate what the company and brand stand for and how it connects to their beliefs 
and values. A very distinct correlation can be drawn with the similar evolution of how our teams and 
employees view their organizations strategies and vision. If they cannot see the connection between 
their beliefs and values, they will not truly buy into the goals. Focus needs to be given to how you 
create the connection between your strategy and the need for change. Creating this emotional 
connection between your team and your strategy will create the ultimate level of commitment. If 
you can establish this, it will certainly ensure a very successful implementation of your strategy 
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Lack of Communication  
Let’s start with the hard truth; communication is the root cause of many if not all organizational 
problems. This is because Communication is not simply taking information and sharing it. It needs to 
be a balance of relevant communication at the right time in the right amounts. Too much 
information and people become overwhelmed, too little will leave a void that will be filled by 
(alternative) some sort of communication. The same is applicable when communicating strategy, 
hence the need for a communication plan  

1. How will you communicate?  
2. What will the communication platforms be?  
3. How frequent will it be? 
4. Who should be included in the communication? 
5. When will it be communicated? 

Communication should not be infrequent as this will lead to finger pointing, misunderstood 
expectations and no alignment. Instead it should always be consistent and visible. 

Once the communication plan has been developed we should understand how we can communicate 
the strategy and how we will continue to communicate the progress of what we are doing vs. the 
plan. What I have seen as a best practice is to create a communication wall or area in the business 
where the employees frequently pass. On this wall you should put your strategy, plans and KPI’s that 
can be updated frequently and act as a live document ensuring teams see continuous progress. This 
will help drive a better understanding and alignment amongst all levels of the organisation, as well 
as encourage a check and adjust mind-set. This is also a good example of visual communication vs 
just verbal. Both have an important role to play when implementing the strategy. 

Infrequent updates  
Infrequent updates are when we don’t update on a frequent enough basis. This creates a gap when 
tracking progress vs. the plan. This drives lack of alignment and the ability to react quickly enough 
when the plan needs to be adjusted. 

You will need to consider at the strategy deployment planning phase how you will gather the data of 
what you will be measuring, how the updates will be given and what the frequency will be. This 
should be clearly communicated to the team leaders so that expectations are aligned from the start.  

There are two updates that need to be considered;  

Updates that show continuous progress vs the plan, to make sure there is delivery on what was 
committed. This could be KPI tracking and execution tracking. 

While the second is what is referred to as a “catch ball session”. This is a lean term where 
deployment leaders hold a meeting to field questions with teams to determine if the strategy is still 
relevant or needs adjustment. This falls part of the Plan Do Check and Adjust process and should not 
be neglected. 

Strategy Rooted in short term delivery vs long term sustainable focus 
Relevance is essential in today’s rapidly changing business environment. Hence the need to reflect 
on a continuous basis. You need to ask yourself: Are we relevant both short term but also focused 
on long term sustainable goals?  
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Are we considering both internal and external factors?  

External factors are the Macro business environment we operate in. Aspects like inflation, economic 
growth and political landscape cannot be neglected. This may not be in our control, but it should be 
reviewed as it may impact your strategy longer term. 

Internal factors are focused on what is happening in our immediate business and operations. It is 
these elements we can control and influence. 

Are we relevant both short term but also focused on long term sustainable goals?  

Longer Term focus helps us to keep our perspective on where we are going, what the vision is and 
what the purpose for the strategy is. Check that these actions directly impact the desired result that 
contributes to the strategy.  

Short Term focus is the actions we take on daily/weekly or monthly basis. These are the tasks we do 
to execute the plan and are normally managed through our objectives. 

By reflecting on these two questions and answering them, it will always help set the correct 
priorities. Actions we drive need to consistently help deliver results that ensure the strategy is 
executed. If we deploy a laundry list of activities it makes us slow to react and it becomes harder to 
check and adjust. This does not simply mean cutting things off the priority list though. Both 
breakthrough (long term) and tactical (Short term) priorities needs to be maintained If we don’t we 
run the risk of getting out of balance. 

This balance will help during the deployment process to maintain the teams focus. Ensuring what 
they deliver is recognised and appreciated by the key stakeholders. If both short- and long-term 
priorities are balanced, stakeholders will continue to support the teams in delivering the results, 
either through investment in capital or time. 

Failing to step out of your reality to get full perspective 
“Your Thoughts become your reality” - This is a very sobering thought. If we don’t manage our 
thoughts and consistently reflect critically we may run the risk that we believe our reality is 
misaligned to what is happening. I have seen this occur far too often, leaders become so invested in 
the strategy they tend to ignore glaring pit falls that have started to develop in either the 
deployment or direction of the strategy. Don’t be scared to challenge the plan and sense check 
objectively if what you are doing is driving the correct results. There is a fine line between being 
personally invested in the strategy you helped develop and being defensive or overly optimistic. 
Leaders need to step back and review how the strategy is going, what is working and what is not. As 
we sensitise our team members to prioritising ideas, so should we sensitise ourselves to the reality 
of the challenges within our strategy. This should happen at least twice a year if not quarterly. If the 
strategy or objectives need to be changed or adjusted, you should consider the deployment plan 
again. Even if it’s a small change check how it will impact on these 8 points listed and act accordingly. 

Senior leadership commitment to the strategy and the process. 
If the leadership team does not truly buy in or commit to the process your strategy deployment will 
feel like you are pushing a 10-ton boulder up Table Mountain. It will not happen. Leaders are the 
custodians of the plan, they are the ones who drive the change helping build the belief and trust 
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within it. No one ever said leadership was easy right. The important thing to understand is that you 
will never get 100% of the team to agree on all the plans. People have different views and opinions, 
they come with different skills and experience (this is why you hired them). We don’t want this to 
change but what we do need is 100% commitment to the agreed plan and strategy. The Leadership 
team needs to lead as one voice during a strategy deployment, being fully invested in the process. 
Failure to do this could derail the process completely. Employees will be looking at leaders to see if 
they have reason to believe the change is needed and if the strategy is sound, by continuously 
testing leader’s commitment throughout the process. If at any point this is questioned doubt will 
creep in and deployment will fail. 

Commitment and belief are shown in the little things we do every day as individuals. If you 
communicate that the strategy deployment is the most important thing at the beginning of the year 
and then you don’t mention it again for months, what will the team’s belief be? Similarly, if you 
develop key objectives and then never check to see how they tracking or never communicate the 
status, will the team consider them as important? The lack of leadership buy-in directly influences 
the buy-in of the overall workforce. 

Experiences build beliefs which in turn drive actions which can be either positive or negative.  Two 
very simple words experiences and beliefs have such a big impact in driving strategy and creating a 
culture of continuous improvement. What experiences and beliefs will you and your team be known 
for?  

The Leadership teams buy in and commitment needs to be discussed during the strategy 
deployment phase. As a deployment leader you should be confident that the team is in the right 
space to move forward. 
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Communicating the strategy and leading change 
What does leading change really mean? I have heard this term thrown around in business for as long 
as I can remember. The holy grail of any success story. Nevertheless, if we really break it down it’s 
merely a process we need to follow to ensure buy in on all levels toward a new desired state. 

This paper has reiterated at length that the success of the strategy is all about communication and 
how we link this change to daily tasks with a new way of working. There are many things to consider 
when communicating the strategy to bring about this buy in, below are some points to consider.  

Translate the Jargon 
A type of language used in a specific content. Great and effective if you are an expert or well vested 
in this field. Many times, we assume that we all come from the same level of understanding, which 
quite frequently leads to ineffective communication. Normal organizations comprise of multiple 
different skill sets, the “Jargon” an Engineer uses is very different to the “Jargon” an accountant 
uses. From personal experience I remember having a lot of conversations with Legal colleague’s, 
which often left me feeling more confused than before. Not because the conversation was complex 
or the topic of discussion unsolvable. It was simply that the Legal Jargon was unknown to me at the 
time. The more I became familiar with the lingo the more I understood and bought into the topics of 
discussion. This is similar in any deployment plan – You can’t deliver a message to your full team if 
more than half don’t understand the terms or “Jargon” you are using.  

Make sure you keep it simple and translate it into something everyone can understand. This is not 
always possible, in these cases make sure you are educating the audience prior to communication. 
Remember don’t assume we all come from the same level of understanding. Spend time to get to 
know who you are delivering this message to. 

Keep it High level at first then get into the details  
Detail is important but keep it top line at first. Having tried both approaches of sharing a lot of detail 
and also just keeping it very high level. Both have their pros and cons, but a balance between the 
two in knowing how much to share and at what stage is more effective. Sharing detail too soon will 
stop people from thinking, sharing it too late and you run the risk of executing on time. Timing is of 
the essence. What I have found is when sharing the Top line high level goals first it helps to set the 
scene, the vision and True north, this allows the team to get into the right frame of mind. This 
doesn’t mean sharing it 5 min before you present the detailed plan. It means slowing building the 
story. Try to send out a few top line objectives a few weeks before you plan to communicate your 
strategy. Encourage feedback, be deliberate ask the teams to start thinking about the objectives and 
use the space in your standard calendars to reflect on them. I like to say plant the seed and then 
continue to water it until the idea grows.  

As Mentioned details are important to make sure execution is taking place according to plan. But 
care needs to be taken not to develop all the detail and simply push it down. This will drive a sense 
that teams are purely there for execution. This will not help with the buy in or engagement. If we 
take it that the High-level top line detail is the vision of True North and the priorities to get there. 
The detail I am referring to is the next level down from this. These are the objectives and might not 
be the tasks used to get the job done yet. The how should be developed by the teams. This will be 
how the teams feel they can contribute on a daily basis to making the Vision a reality. More on this 
will be shared later on. 
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Make the strategy as visual as possible 
Visually appealing documents are always easier to read and for that reason get more view time than 
a busy spreadsheet for example. For this reason, the recommendation is to keep it simple colourful 
and exciting. The A3 format is a great visual document. As shown earlier in the white paper the 
format allows you to reflect your strategy and action plan on one page. 

Use Story telling 
Story telling is an art and something that has been around since the beginning of time. Generals sat 
around camp fires and told war stories to help inspire soldiers before battle. Story telling has the 
ability to move us in a direction or anchor us into a reality. This is a great tool that can be used in 
business. It will help to bring your Strategy to life. Using real life examples are powerful and will help 
the audience grasp what you are telling them and inspire an emotional connection. Think of a story 
that will bring the teams together, that links to your strategy. For example, if you want to improve 
an operation that is pivotal to delivering your strategy, you could benchmark that operation both 
externally and internally to understand your gaps and establish best practices. This data can then be 
shared in a story that can inspire teams to rally around a common cause. Story telling as mentioned 
is an art and requires practice. Try incorporating it into your daily meetings and using it in team 
communications. This will help build your teams capability in using story telling as a form of 
communication. 

Cascade the strategy  
When you consider the term cascading, it refers to passing something on, this can be in the form of 
either information or experiences. When done effectively this is a very powerful form of 
communication through various levels of the organisation. When done incorrectly, this can become 
very one sided and will lead to less buy in from the bottom up. Effective buy in to strategy as 
discussed previously is only done through a dialogue. 

Cascading a strategy not about sharing the vision to a select few team leaders nor is it a leader 
standing in a meeting room and sharing a presentation of the strategy and objectives for the year. 

Cascading a strategy is sharing the vision and goals to all employees, at all levels of the organization. 
It creates a common purpose. It inspires teams to discuss their views and their commitment to the 
plan.  

It’s worth pausing here and giving a practical example of a successful strategy cascade session. It 
starts by laying the foundation.  

Make sure you have shared your vision and strategy top line goals a few weeks prior to the cascade 
session. This will allow the team to start thinking of potential questions and obstacles. It’s amazing 
how your subconscious works in the background once you have read something. Be very clear in 
what you share. Ask subtle questions in the communication. E.g. 

 “Coming soon we will be sharing our company’s vision”  

“How will you contribute, what will your commitment be?” 

Select the correct venue. Don’t use a venue where teams can be distracted with day to day activities. 
I would recommend a venue that is off site or away from normal business activity. A venue that also 
promotes thinking something with fresh air and lots of light. Don’t under estimate this point, 
creating a good environment goes a long way to helping teams think. 
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Effective strategies and goals have their foundation in clear alignment at all levels. I have mentioned 
this several times in this white paper and cannot stress it enough. For this reason, an effective 
strategy deployment works on the basis that the message is given to all employees. Although it is 
possible to cascade the strategy multiple times with small groups. I would not recommend this 
approach. The message that is given needs to be consistent and can be diluted or changed through 
this approach. I suggest having this done over a one-day session with all employees, or worse case 
split over two different days if this is not possible. If the latter is considered, make sure your 
leadership attends both days to guarantee consistency of message. This is a very big investment and 
not easily achieved. But consider the alternative of some of your teams not having the same purpose 
or goals. What will this cost you in the long term? 

So, the foundation is set. The teams have a clear idea of the top line vision and goals. Their curiosity 
has been peaked. The venue is booked, and the day has arrived. Now what?  

There is no one size fits all approach to delivering the strategy on the day of the cascade. There are 
however best practices that can help provide a framework listed below. 

Best Practices 
Create a theme for the day. This can align to your vision and strategy that will help to create a 
connection. Ice breakers and messaging then also be aligned to this theme. The more you can link 
discussion in the day, to your strategy the more powerful the message will be. 

Start the day by sharing your Vision strategy again. Seek understanding from the team. Clarify if 
anything that they are unsure of. Show the need to change focus on the Why. 

This is your one opportunity to sell your Vison and strategy. Create your compelling story.  

Now that the alignment is there on the top line strategy and goals. We need to show the team what 
needs to be done to achieve this strategy. This is the KPI’s or the key deliverables. Remember this is 
not how we will achieve them. It is only what needs to be achieved. After sharing check again for 
understanding. Encourage questions and probe to see if the team feels it’s realistic. 

Now the team has clear understanding of the Vision, strategy and the detailed KPI’s, the next priority 
is to understand from the team what they can do to achieve this. The difference sits here. A lot of 
the time we develop this for the team and just include it in the cascaded message. But this doesn’t 
inspire the team to think differently or connect to what they will be measured on during the year. 
Spend time reviewing with them on each KPI what they can do to achieve it. Capture the thoughts 
and views. 

Get the team to report back to each other on what they feel they can contribute and what they 
commit to achieve in the year. Public commitment is a very powerful tool that will help drive the 
emotional connection to the strategy or vision. 

Communicating a strategy to lead change is not a once off event. It is a journey and should be seen 
in this mind-set all the time. The time and effort we invest here might not be seen in the short term. 
It is a long-term investment. Take your time don’t rush through this section. For the Strategy 
deployment to succeed, we need the entire team to be aligned and committed. There is an African 
Proverb that really summarises what this means; “If you want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go 
far, go together. (Proverb, n.d.)  
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Making strategy a living process 
If we consider that in order for something to live, we need to ensure the environment is conducive. 
Most living organisms need a few basic things to survive, Sun, Water, Air, Food and an environment 
that is supportive. This is no difference if we want to make strategy a living process. If we consider 
what is needed for a Strategy to live in an organization we need the following: Guiding direction, 
sound information, Regular updates, consistent review and an environment that supports healthy 
discussions. 

Below is a detailed description on each key point. 

Guiding direction 
Eventually everything needs to be changed in some way to be adapted to external factors. This is no 
different with Strategy deployment. The way we communicate, receive feedback and review 
progress all needs to be fluent. The job of the strategy deployment Lead is to consciously review the 
entire process. If better ways of implementing the strategy are identified, then adjustments need to 
be made. The more fluid we can make the overall experience the higher the chances are of success 
in making the Strategy a living process. If the teams struggle to get information or give feedback, it 
will cause them to become reluctant to get involved and will lead to missed improvement 
opportunities during the deployment phase 

Sound Information  
Sound information is not the same as information. Sound information is consistent and accurate. It is 
credible, it ensures teams work on the correct issues that have been prioritised. It is important that 
we are confident in our information. This includes having the correct data to measure key objectives 
and ensuring that this information readily available.  

Regular updates 
Providing regular updates not only offers team’s clear understanding of where they are, it also 
creates visibility for leadership to direct their focus. If we say a document is Live it means, it’s 
updated frequently with the most relevant data at the time. This should be the same approach for 
your strategy. The strategic plan that is developed and then deployed needs to be updated on a set 
frequency that helps the team drive actions. The best way to do this is through meetings that are 
part of a standard calendar process. It creates the structure and consistency to ensure sustainability. 

Consistent review  
PDCA, Plan do check and adjust. This is embedded in every lean process. It is important as it makes 
sure the process stays relevant. Every strategy needs to be reviewed on a regular basis. This will 
allow the team to highlight gaps in the plan or changes in our macro environment. If we fail to 
review and reflect we have the risk of focusing on the wrong actions.  

Creating an environment that supports healthy discussion  
Creating an environment that strategy can truly thrive in, starts with the leadership of the 
organization. What Culture do you have? Is it one that values problems and sees them as 
opportunities? Is it a culture where leaders are teachers? Will the entire team be confident to call 
out risks?  

I will not cover culture in detail here as that is a white paper on its own, but the point I want to make 
is the culture creates the environment. This is the environment that your strategy lives in or dies in.  
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Many strategy deployments stem from a well thought out strategy, with smart action plans and are 
well cascaded - but still fail as a result of a poor organizational culture. 

Make sure you manage the current and desired culture. Ask the right questions, encourage diversity 
and differing opinions, be hard on the standards and be true to the process. This will go a long way 
in driving the right mind set.  

To make anything a living process requires ongoing work. It will never end or stop. It is a continuous 
cycle where you review and adjust. If you view strategy deployment in this way it will be sustained 
and will become a way of working.  

 

Conclusion  
Strategy is clearly essential for business success, but as mentioned even a well thought out strategy 
will fail without a solid strategy deployment plan. In most cases it’s not what the strategy 
encompasses but how we implement it that makes the difference. A study showed only 10% of 
organizations achieve 67% of their strategy objectives, while only 36% achieve between 50%-67% 
and 54% achieve less than 50%. (Jansen, n.d.). Due to this alarming fact organizations need to focus 
a lot more on strategy deployment ensuring strategy becomes a living document.  

Dedicating more time and effort to a structured approach for strategy deployment, will help 
organizations deploy their strategies effectively. This can be achieved through focusing on both 
effective tools rooted in Lean thinking and leadership. The Lean tools help provide a solid frame 
work and visual management aid. The real tipping point between Strategies succeeding or failing is 
up to the role leadership plays in the execution. The need to show the commitment to the process 
by becoming change agents helping drive the strategy deployment. By doing this, leaders create the 
culture that help strategy deployment come to life. Focusing on building a compelling story that 
defines the need for change will help create the critical mass needed to deliver the results. Leaders 
need to provide breakthrough objectives that are prioritized and aligned to the strategy. Driving out 
silo thinking and promoting synergy through the business. These objectives then need to be 
communicated in effective ways that inspire the entire workforce. Strategy is not a yearly tick box 
exercise it needs consistent direction. This constant direction is provided through communication 
and processes where teams check and adjust on a regular basis. By applying a continuous feedback 
loop the strategy deployment plan will remain a living document that adapts to the needs of the 
business and the feedback of the employees.  

The environment that Strategy lives in will determine the rate it will grow; Strategy deployment 
creates this ecosystem for growth. It is clear we cannot afford not to give the required time and 
effort to this deployment process. It will be the difference between success and failure of your 
strategy and in turn whether your business is sustainable or not. 
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Footnote 
The thoughts and insight reflected above are solely that of Jay Jackson and in no means on behalf of Kimberly 
Clark. All source material was used as reference and not directly copied or used in its original form.  
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