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Why This Book?
Strategy is over-taught and under-thought. Strategy
itself is a rather simple concept. Unfortunately, the academic
world, consulting world, and training world have managed
to make the simple concept incredibly complex. Many
organizations struggle with being able to identify their
strategy on their own and being able to establish
implementation or execution plans that help to make their
strategy real.
In this book I provide an explanation of what strategy is and how
to connect strategy to the operational process of the organization.
In other words, I help make strategy a day-to-day function to be
carried out organically.
While I intentionally kept this book light,
I provide resources you can explore. I’ve
drawn on literature from some of the
best minds on strategy and I include
links to the original quotes and sources
at the end of the book. I pull most of my
ideas from Harvard Business Review and

CIO.com, as well as 30+ years of
personal experience in leadership and
strategy development in companies like
Nike, the U.S. Marines, Sequent, CorVel, a
large multinational church, and a
number of technology startups.
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“I skate to where the puck is gonna be, not where it has
been.”

Strategy Defined

Wayne Gretzky
National Hockey League All-Star

The concept of strategy is deeply rooted in
principles of leadership and command1.
Strategy comes from the
Greek strategia, which has
to do with the art of troop
leadership, the oﬃce of
general, command and
generalship. In the 6th
Century C.E. East Roman
terminology, the art of
generalship included tactics,
seigecraft, logistics, etc. 2

Strategy is a concept used to

Our modern definition of
strategy comes from the
18th Century use.
Military Roots
The concept of strategy is
rooted in a military principle
to provide a singular
advantage. Good strategy
overwhelmingly produces
competitive advantage.

identify and achieve the big goal.

Strategy fuels over-arching plans
to achieve strategic objectives
under conditions of some
uncertainty.

Strategy targets an intersection

in the future where key actions
produce a pivotal point that turns
the advantage clearly in your
favor.

Type to enter text

στρατηγία - stratēgia: oﬃce of general
στρατηγός - stratēgós: leader or commander of an army
στρατός - stratós: army + ἄγω - ágō: I lead, I conduct
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“If you are entirely comfortable with your strategy,
there’s a strong chance it isn’t very good.”

A Classic Example
of Strategy

Roger Martin
Harvard Business Review

The American plan in the Pacific during WWII
is an example of an eﬀective use of strategy.
The Situation
Japanese forces controlled
the Pacific theater after the
bombing of Pearl Harbor.
The United States created a
plan to move the war onto
Japanese soil.
The Strategy
Island Hopping
1. Bypass heavily fortified
positions.
2. Concentrate limited
resources on strategically
important islands.
3. Cut supply chains and
isolate non-strategically
important islands.

The Strategy - Island Hopping

The Execution
As part of the strategy
islands were marked (arrows
on the map to the right) for
strategic value where the
possession of which
supported the drive to
Japan. An attack plan was
then created for each island.
The Value of Strategy
The clear strategy helped all
involved know how to
approach the campaign. The
overarching strategy heavily
influenced the tactics that
would be used to deal with
each island.
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The Execution - One island at a time with Navy
sea and air bombardment and amphibious
landings by Marines.
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“Good tactics can save even the worst strategy. Bad tactics will destroy even the best strategy.”

The Need for
Strategic Iteration

General Patton

Overarching strategy influences the approach to strategy execution. Leaders must think
through each subordinate strategic objective, giving proper weight to changing conditions.
Peleliu a Costly
Example from WWII

Iteration = Adjust
Peleliu is an example of how
strategic execution should be
adjusted when new information
is received. Leaders should
constantly validate against
strategy, strategic objectives,
and tactics caused by changing
conditions.

Peleliu was identified early in the
strategic planning process as an
important island to be taken.
Prior to the attack new
information that was received
should have been considered for a
potential change to the strategic
categorization of Peleliu.
But with momentum and plans
already underway, the attack
proceeded as initially conceived in
the early days of the overall
strategy.

Accept some
Vagueness
• Late in the plan General Halsey identified Peleliu as no longer being
strategic to protect MacArthur’s flank.
• Planners anticipated a brief 5-day battle and attacked anyway.
• The battle spanned 74 days, with 1,960 killed, and 6,489 wounded.
• Peleliu never did play a significant role in the grand strategy to get to
Japan.
• With the late breaking information, the strategy for Peleliu could have
been altered so the island was isolated to ‘wither on the vine’ rather
than be attacked.

© Copyright 2015. Gordon E. Whitehead. All rights reserved.
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Avoid trying to have a perfect
strategy with all details mapped
out from start to finish. A good
strategy should leave room to
deal with uncertainty and be
broad enough to adapt to
changing conditions.
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“Be quick - But don’t hurry”

Keys in Making
Strategy

John R. Wooden

Three surprising keys to making a good strategy.
Speed

Uncertainty

John Wooden one of the greatest
coaches in NCAA basketball history used
speed as an essential strategy. But people
often misunderstood what his strategic
aim was.

Roger Martin, a Harvard Business Review
author, explained that a good strategy
stretches us into the unknown. It’s not
possible to create a strategy that covers
all contingencies and deals with all risk.
Martin said a good strategy makes us a
little uncomfortable.3

Carl von Clausewitz was a famous
Prussian strategist in the early 19th
century. He identified principles of war
that are still valid and used today.

Kenichi Ohmae, in his book The Mind of
the Strategist, explained strategic
problems are like undefined puzzles. The
ultimate shape is unknown. It is up to us
to “restructure the elements in the most
advantageous way.”4

By focusing resources at the main point,
energy and eﬀort is focused where it can
make a strategic diﬀerence. When we
spread resources across too many
strategic aims we stretch ourselves too
thin and produce almost no results.

Strategy: Move with speed, but don’t go
so fast that you are out of control.
Strategy: Press to increase tempo causing
others to make mistakes.

John Wooden – 10 championships in 12 years, 7 in
a row.
Source of the photo:
http://commons.wikimedi
a.org/wiki/File:John_Woo
den_-_Southern_Campus_1
960.jpg
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Focus

One of his principles is to concentrate
forces at the main point.

“A good solution applied with vigor is better than a perfect solution applied ten minutes later.”

Keys in Making
Strategy (cont’d)

General Patton

Speed, uncertainty, and focus principles in strategic planning can generate some chaos, but
they also facilitate massive competitive advantage. Violating these principles can cost big dollars and big opportunities.
and got more and more excited, she also began to make the plans more

Embrace the Chaos

comprehensive. She sent notes back to the designers asking to include more features. The designers explained the impact to cost and
time and the risk of not staying focused on a minimum viable product. The new budget estimates ran nearly double the $1m allotted.
The leader was a gifted business person with many successes; however, in this case she told the designers they could get the job done
on the original budget if they only pushed themselves and the market
would absorb the larger scope for a home-run.

Because you won’t know all the facts and cannot create perfect plans up
front – become speedy, stay nimble, and use response-driven tactics to iterate during execution. Strategic aims should be overarching, encompass a
global perspective (i.e., the big-picture), focus on key strategic points, and
be easily understood.

Don’t Boil the Ocean
Sometimes we want to make strategies comprehensive. That never works –
it’s like trying to boil the ocean. Keep your strategy focused, and concentrate your key resources at the main point where strategic objectives can
be achieved.

The project commenced and the leader continued to add more requirements. Soon the project looked nothing like the original innovation. After a third of the budget had been burned, the leader shifted

the focus of the first release and so the initial work had to go on
the shelf to be used later. Ultimately, the software was never finished and the parts that were deployable did not meet the needs
of the market. The disruptive innovation that would have led to
tremendous advantage was lost in the process of “boiling the

The Million Dollar Leader
I know of a project where the leader allocated $1m for a new piece of software. The goal was to inject strategic disruption into the well-established
project management market. The idea was really good. The leader committed a modest budget to initiate a design investigation and an estimate of
the launch costs. The design came back light, innovative, and certain to
cause the disruption desired. However, as the leader reviewed the plans
© Copyright 2015. Gordon E. Whitehead. All rights reserved.

ocean.” $1m was wasted and the larger opportunity missed because
the principles of speed, uncertainty, and focus were not embraced.
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“The essence of management is to make knowledge
productive.”

Build the Strategic
Technology Plan

Peter F. Drucker
The Essential Drucker

5-Steps to a Strategic Technology Plan
1
2
3
4
5

© Copyright 2015. Gordon E. Whitehead. All rights reserved.

Visualize
Brainstorm
Map
Validate
Socialize
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Visualize

“Two particular systems thinking skills are vital: seeing patterns of interdependency and seeing into the future.”
Peter Senge
Systems Citizenship
(The Leadership Mandate for This Millennium)

To visualize a strategic technology plan you
first need the strategic business objectives so
you can see future state possibilities.

© Copyright 2015. Gordon E. Whitehead. All rights reserved.

Get the written business objectives. There probably should be
only 2-3 of them. More than that
will be hard to manage and implement.

These objectives should be big
ideas. The kind of ideas that inspire the imagination. They
should be memorable and resonate easily with people.

Often the business partner
won’t have these written. In that
case it is up to you to help take a
stab at getting them written. If
you write them, socialize them
with your partners to see if you
have it right. This will help get
you to the strategy-leadership
table if you aren’t already there.

This process is the first step in
helping to define the future
state. Once you visualize the future state of the business, you
then translate the vision into
what it means for the future
state of your IT organization.
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“The CIO needs to understand the entire corporate organization, the company’s business objectives, and the
current obstacles to achieving those objective.”

Visualize (cont’d)

Mark D. Lutchen
Managing IT as a Business

Getting to the Future State: Strategic technology planning uses four simple concepts.
Business vs. IT
Know the diﬀerence between the business strategies and IT strategies.
Use the business strategy to fuel the IT strategy.

Current State

Future State

Where are we right now? Think in terms of categories like:
the business, leadership, process, technology, tools, etc.

Where do we want to be? Envision the future and see it
as if you are already there. What does it look like? How do
you know you’ve arrived? How will you measure success?

Transition
Use the concentration of focus principle and work on the things of most
value. Don’t boil the ocean. While there is always non-strategic operational work that has to be done, make sure a strategic focus is maintained on transitioning from current-to-future state.
© Copyright 2015. Gordon E. Whitehead. All rights reserved.
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“The ﬁrst rule in decision-making is that one does not
make a decision unless there is disagreement.”

Brainstorm: Proceed
with Caution!

Peter F. Drucker
The Essential Drucker

Before you brainstorm watch these two videos:

Does Brainstorming Work?
This is a classic RSA (Royal Society for the encouragement of the Arts) animated short video on the flaws
in brainstorming.

Brainswarming: Because Brainstorming Doesn’t Work.
Brainswarming is the idea of Tony McCaﬀrey and you can read
the entire article on the HBR blog at:
https://hbr.org/2014/03/why-you-should-stop-brainstorming

Leaders who have a strategy development role, or a strategic execution role
may want to familiarize themselves with three websites I use often:
RSA (Royal Society for the Encouragement of the Arts): www.thrsa.org
Harvard Business Review Blog: www.hbr.org
Fast Company: www.fastcompany.com
© Copyright 2015. Gordon E. Whitehead. All rights reserved.
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There are of course many other good websites for strategic thinkers. But these three in
particular oﬀer a level of creativity, research,
and critical thinking that stand out.

“When problems are poorly deﬁned or vaguely comprehended, one’s creative mind does not work sharply.”

Brainstorm: Proceed
with Caution! (cont’d)

Kenichi Ohmae
The Mind of the Strategist

Brainstorming can be useful - but only if it’s done right. Research
shows if you try the classic brainstorming methods you’ll get nothing more than average (at best) ideas and very little innovation.
Who Should Attend a Brainstorming or Idea Gathering
Session?
Seek a cross-cut of the organization. There are three layers that can
contribute to strategic value: Strategic, Managerial, and Operational.
While it is the leader’s responsibility for vision and strategy, the
leader who fails to integrate knowledge from within the various complex components of the organization risks missing content that can
turn the strategic dials even faster.
Nike was a great example – they weren’t afraid to pull in large groups
of people, organize them into small teams, and give them a planning
task and have them report back. From that type of engagement and
sharing the really good ideas ultimately surfaced, many of which
were never even thought of until the sharing occurred. But even at a
great company like Nike, proper preparation and methodology are
critical so that ideas really are fresh and innovative.

© Copyright 2015. Gordon E. Whitehead. All rights reserved.
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“I’ve always believed that innovation comes from people who care.”

Brainstorm: Proceed
with Caution! (cont’d)

Carl Erickson
President and Cofounder of Atomic Object

Successful Brainstorm Case Example
Atomic Object is a dynamic, creative, and energetic software development company and is one of the best-run organizations I have ever seen. We found them in Grand Rapids, Michigan and liked working with them because of their honesty, business savvy, and speed.
I led a project where we teamed up with Atomic Object to develop software. In the early stages of design-thought we
were faced with a few thorny problems. Strategically, our software needed to:
•
•
•

Have a fresh design - be light, intriguing, and inviting.
Provide immediate usability without instruction and deliver quick value.
Tell a story and give the user an intuitive perspective of the data.

We tackled our interface design challenges by first creating wireframes (a draft concept) and then engaging a professional designer. The wireframing
process is critical to giving designers something to work with.
To create our wireframe we took each interface concept independently. We set a timer for 5 minutes, and we took a blank sheet of paper, some crayons or colored pencils, and on our own, drew what we thought could be a good interface.
When the timer rang we stopped and took turns briefing what we drew. The briefing activity became an amazing “building upon” process where we
took the best ideas and added to them as a collective group. The brainstorming in this case worked well because we had a variety of independent creative starting points.
We continued this process with each component of the interface. Within a couple of hours we had a design that met our strategic objectives. Best of
all, we were energized, excited, and anxious to get to work on building the software.
© Copyright 2015. Gordon E. Whitehead. All rights reserved.
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“In essence, the job of the strategist is to understand
and cope with competition.”

Brainstorm: Proceed
with Caution! (cont’d)

Michael E. Porter
Harvard Business Professor

A Few Techniques to Get Started
The Holman Method

SWOT

Porter’s 5 Forces

I picked this up from a brilliant strategist (Bill
Holman) in a large multi-national non-profit
organization. The method is to identify strategic intersections while forcing yourself
into the big picture.

This is a classic MBA-type of approach. Sometimes it is overused and sometimes incorrectly used. The SWOT is of zero value if it
isn’t integrated into a set of strategic actions.

Step 1: Where is the business heading?
Think about the implications of their strategic objectives.

Strengths: List 3-5 internal strengths of your
organization.

Strategy has always been about beating the
competition. Michael Porter published a
ground-breaking article in the Harvard Business Review that revolutionized strategic
thinking. He identified 5 competitive forces
that shape strategy.6

Step 2: Where is the technology heading?
What do you know about where the vendors of technology are trying to go?
Step 3: Where are the users of technology
heading?
Now triangulate on all three to think about
strategic initiatives that can move the strategic business dials.

Weaknesses: List 3-5 internal weaknesses of
your organization.
Opportunities: List 3-5 external opportunities that exist.
Threats: List 3-5 external threats that exist.
Use the SWOT output to identify strategic
initiatives.

Rivals: List the rivals to your products, services, or oﬀerings. Where are they going?
Suppliers: List the suppliers you are linked
to, or need to be linked to. What’s their
power in the market and how does that impact strategy?
Buyers: Who are the buyers and what power
do they have in the market?
Substitutions: Are there substitution threats
to your products or services?
New Entrants: Are there new entrants or
threats of new entrants coming to market?

© Copyright 2015. Gordon E. Whitehead. All rights reserved.
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Mapping

Alice said, “Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?” “That depends a good deal on where you want to get to,” said the Cat. “I don’t much care
where”– said Alice. “Then it doesn’t matter which way you go,” said the Cat.
Lewis Carroll
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland

What really matters is what decision makers care about – and they care about impact. Make sure
you can express your strategies, initiatives, change, and projects in terms of impact to the overall organization’s strategy. Business leaders in particular are interested in how to improve the bottomline. If you cannot speak in terms of how your strategic plan helps the bottom-line, you’ll have a
tough time getting people to understand the value of your plan.

Strategic Objectives
What Needs to Change

➡ Settle on the top ideas that have the highest impact potential.

➡ Identify what needs to change in order to achieve the strategic objectives.

Actions to Support
Change

➡ Identify strategic initiatives or imperatives that are needed in order
to cause the change.

Projects that
Underscore Actions

➡ List the projects that underscore the work of moving the organization from the current to the future state.

© Copyright 2015. Gordon E. Whitehead. All rights reserved.
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“In strategic thinking…use…brainpower to restructure the
elements in the most advantageous way...”

Mapping (cont’d)

Kenichi Ohmae
The Mind of the Strategist

There are many ways to build a strategic map. I learned most of my strategic mapping from my early days at Nike. This table
provides an example of how you could build a strategic map for a fictional information technology organization.
BUSINESS
DRIVER
Increase speed
to market for
our software
products.

STRATEGY
Fast - iterative
deployment
cycles for new
releases.

STRATEGIC
OBJECTIVE

INITIATIVE

Be able to
Adopt agile
deploy software deployment
releases or
methods.
updates within
one-hour of
acceptance from
Q/A group.
Forecast
hardware/
infrastructure
needs based on
software release
roadmaps and
anticipated
cycles.

OUTCOME(S)
Deploy new
release within
one-hour of
acceptance.

Pre-position
hardware and
infrastructure so
that one-hour
deployments
are possible.

OWNER
Name of person

Name of person

• Business Driver: Business drivers set the tone. An example of a driver might be increase
earnings per share (EPS), or reduce product return rates, or increase inventory turn, etc.
Business drivers move a business dial. IT strategy should tightly map to those drivers.
• Strategy: In only a few words state your strategy. Keep it simple and memorable.
• Strategic Objective: This is where you can take more space to identify the strategic objective. Each strategy will often have a couple of strategic objectives.
• Initiative: Each objective is likely to have multiple initiatives. The initiative might also
be thought of as a program or super set of projects.
• Outcomes: Each initiative should have a measure that you can use to determine when
the initiative achieves success. A good measure helps the leader know what things to
put pressure on in order to turn up the heat and accelerate an outcome.
© Copyright 2015. Gordon E. Whitehead. All rights reserved.

PROJECT(S)

STRATEGIC
PRIORITY

DELIVERY
DATE

• Process
improvement
project.

• High

• April 5, 2015

• Agile
infrastructure
project.

• High

• May 30, 2015

• Hardware and
infrastructure
budget
process.

• High

• April 5, 2015

• Transition to
Cloud based
PaaS and IaaS.

• High

• May 30, 2015

NOTES
Place any notes
pertinent to the
initiative and
projects here.

Place any notes
pertinent to the
initiative and
projects here.

• Owner: Each initiative must have an owner. The owner has to be someone who has the
resources, the authority, and the capacity to accomplish the initiative. The owner is the
person we hold accountable for the initiative.
• Project(s): Initiatives will spawn multiple projects. Do not list all projects in the organization - only list those projects that map directly to the initiative.
• Strategic Priority: Identify priority in terms of high, medium, low. Or, 1-10 (1=low,
10=high). Not all projects are equal and this simple rating will help with later operational priorities and analysis.
• Delivery Date: Identify a date or a range of dates where the project(s) will be completed.
• Notes: This is an open area to make notes, provide clarifications, etc.
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“Strategy – What our competitive game plan will be.”

Mapping (cont’d)

David Collis and Michael Rukstad
Harvard Business Review Authors

Align...Communicate...Execute
enough information to have a good discussion around
• Provide
value and delivery impact. Be able to express value in terms of the

Align

bottom-line and delivery impact in terms of ETI (Estimated Time to
Impact).

Strategic mapping is where strategic alignment solidifies. Strategic
technology plans must flow back into the overarching strategies and
objectives of the organization.

a 1-2 page executive summary after the full written plan is
• Write
completed (1 page is best if you can manage it). The executive sum-

Communicate

mary becomes a tear-away brief-sheet designed to meet the short
attention span of executives. The executive summary must provide
the key information as this may be the only document executives
read.

Presenting: Top leaders have short attention spans. Identify only the
vital few initiatives and spend your time on those. Avoid the temptation to launch into specific details. Strategic presentations can easily
get derailed into tactical discussions - stay strategic.

presentation slides. Keep the number of slides to between
• Produce
1-8, the fewer the better. The exec summary and briefing slides are

Writing: How long should a strategy be? I’ve seen them as long as 200
pages and as brief as a paragraph. The appetite for strategic documents and the level of detail of a strategic plan depends on the culture of the organization. Here are a few things I’ve learned along the
way:

your standard briefing tools. Be able to convey your message
within a short span of time (10-15 minutes).
The best presentation I ever gave was done with one slide. Because I
observed how easily executives get derailed on introductory content I
simplified the message so derailing wasn’t possible. I successfully conveyed a complex technology migration to VoIP in 1-slide. Never bring
into an executive presentation something that is an “FYI” or “background info” – the execs grab that and start discussing it instead and
you’ve lost them. Simplifying your communications will help your strategic objectives gain momentum across the organization.

process of writing the plan forces you to understand the strate• The
gic objectives of your organization and gives you an ability to express them.

• Include details and roadmaps in your written plan.
© Copyright 2015. Gordon E. Whitehead. All rights reserved.
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“...no Gantt chart survives contact with reality.”

Mapping (cont’d)

Donald Sull, Rebecca Homkes, and Charles Sull
Why Strategy Execution Unravels
Harvard Business Review

Execute
From the Harvard Business Review article7 entitled “Why Strategy Execution Unravels-and What to Do About It,” five myths of strategic execution are
exposed. Make sure your organization doesn’t suﬀer from these myths. The ultimate key lies in the ability of strategic-levels of the organization to retain collaborative balance. This requires top-level leadership that understands strategy is not a silo-operation, but something that must be harmonized and driven across multiple parts of the organization.
➡

Do not be fooled - just because you have a strategic plan that is aligned to strategic objectives does not mean you will
execute. Cross-organizational coordination and strong peer relationships with other divisional leaders is essential. If your
strategic execution depends on resources outside of your control, then you are trusting your priorities to someone else.
The problem is, your priorities may not be the same as their priorities. Coordination with other leaders is essential.

➡

Plans are critical. But every person who has ever created a plan, from the smallest project to the largest strategy, knows
that once execution starts the plan has to be flexible enough to deal with a dynamic reality.

➡

Is your strategy understood? Are your core objectives repeatable by members of your organization? Try this - ask someone in your organization to simply tell you your strategy and see what happens. If people do not know what your strategy
is, then their ability to execute your strategy is left to pure luck.

➡

Performance-driven organizations can run the risk of getting overly consumed with transactional tactical day-to-day
tasks. The question for strategic leaders should be: Do performance goals tend to reward or inhibit innovation, adaptability, or agility? If so what is the strategic opportunity cost? Strategic execution requires flexibility to read the situation,
adapt, and move quickly to meet new opportunities.

➡

There is something called the alignment trap, which causes leaders to unknowingly shift resources into activities that are
designed to maintain alignment between people in the organization. It can result in more meetings where things are
talked about, re-planned, re-coordinated, but where nothing advances because people are too busy in meetings. It is a
result of leadership not trusting those who are tasked to execute.

Myth 1: Execution Equals Alignment
Myth 2: Execution Means Sticking
with the Plan
Myth 3: Communicating Equals
Understanding
Myth 4: A Performance Culture
Drives Execution
Myth 5: Execution Should be Driven
from the Top.
© Copyright 2015. Gordon E. Whitehead. All rights reserved.
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“Information is power, but it is pointless power if
hoarded. Power must be shared for an organization or
relationship to work.”

Validate

Max DePree
Leadership is an Art

Validate for Confirmation
by Presenting Often
There is no better way to validate a concept than by presenting and making
adjustments based on feedback. Strategy isn’t any diﬀerent in that regard. It
takes more than one person to drive a strategy and you need to win people’s
hearts and minds. The best way is to validate as a continual process by presenting to executives, peers, and your team. Pay attention to their feedback,
and make adjustments.

Validate for Understanding by Testing
the Message
An important reason to validate is to make sure people understand. Before
Napoleon issued an order he first had his corporal read it and explain it. If the
corporal understood the order, then Napoleon knew his generals would also
understand.

Image source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Napoleon#mediaviewer/File:Napoleon_%C3%A0_Toulon_par_Edouard_Detaille.jpg
© Copyright 2015. Gordon E. Whitehead. All rights reserved.
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“…reasoning is a social rather than an individual function.”

Socialize

Chester L. Barnard
The Functions of the Executive

• Make it easy to talk about!
• Make it easy to execute!
• Make it easy to iterate!
A Success

A Failure

Sequent computers was an amazing company and was purchased
by IBM around the year 2000. At Sequent everyone knew the strategy. It was called the Vital Few.
The Vital Few were the top 3-4 strategic objectives for the company.
They were talked about constantly in management meetings, company presentations, even small teams would use the Vital Few to
align their projects.
The Vital Few were published on posters outside of every elevator
and throughout the building. Because everyone knew the Vital Few,
alignment, energy, and personal commitment to strategic success
permeated the organization.

I’m aware of a company that spent a significant amount of money on
a strategic plan.
Only a few top executives were invited to the planning sessions.
The plan was written by a consultant and circulated as confidential
among those few executives who participated.
The plan was then locked up and never distributed to anyone in the
organization.
Neither the other leaders nor the employees knew the company
strategy. As a result there was no energy, no alignment, and no commitment to strategic objectives.

© Copyright 2015. Gordon E. Whitehead. All rights reserved.
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“Every situation is distinguished by its uniqueness.”

Wrap-Up

Victor E. Frankl
Man’s Search for Meaning

1. Strategy is not diﬃcult. It should be created quickly
and communicated broadly.
2. Execution plans should frequently be checked to make
sure strategic alignment still exists.
3. Strategic technology plans should produce leverage
for the organization to reach the overarching strategy.
4. Strategy alone is not enough - you must be able to execute.
© Copyright 2015. Gordon E. Whitehead. All rights reserved.
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Quotes and Sources
“I skate to where the puck is gonna be, not where it has been.”
Wayne Gretzky
http://www.amazon.com/Skate-Where-Gonna-Been-Gretzky/dp/B004TB0I9Y

http://www.amazon.com/Leader-Future-Visions-Strategies-Practices/dp/078798
6674/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1425323928&sr=1-1&keywords=leader+
of+future

“If you are entirely comfortable with your strategy, there’s a strong chance it isn’t very
good.”
Roger Martin
The Big Lie of Strategic Planning
From: Harvard Business Review Blog
https://hbr.org/2014/01/the-big-lie-of-strategic-planning/ar/1

“The CIO needs to understand the entire corporate organization, the company’s business objectives, and the current obstacles to achieving those objectives.”
Mark D. Lutchin
From the book: Managing IT as a business: A survival guide for CEOs
http://www.amazon.com/Managing-IT-Business-Survival-Guide/dp/0471471046
“The essence of management is to make knowledge productive.”
Peter F. Drucker
From the book: The Essential Drucker
http://www.amazon.com/Essential-Drucker-Druckers-Management-Hardcover/d
p/B00EDYYTMY/ref=sr_1_4?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1420697518&sr=1-4&keywor
ds=the+essential+drucker

“Good tactics can save even the worst strategy. Bad tactics will destroy even the best
strategy.”
General George S. Patton Jr.
From: General Patton’s oﬃcial website
http://www.generalpatton.com/quotes/
“Be Quick - But don’t hurry.”
John R. Wooden
From the book: Be Quick – But don’t hurry: Finding success in the
teachings of a lifetime.
http://www.amazon.com/Be-Quick-Finding-Teachings-Lifetime/dp/0743213882

“To write is to learn […] When you write stuﬀ down, you have a much higher chance of
it getting imprinted on your brain.”
Mike Pettine, Cleveland Browns Football Coach
From the Wall Street Journal article: “The Cleveland Browns’ Strategy:
Write This Down.”
http://www.wsj.com/articles/the-cleveland-browns-strategy-write-this-down-14
07795873

“A good solution applied with vigor now is better than a perfect solution applied ten
minutes later.”
General George S. Patton Jr.
From: General Patton’s oﬃcial website
http://www.generalpatton.com/quotes/

“The first rule in decision-making is that one does not make a decision unless there is
disagreement.”
Peter F. Drucker
From the book: The Essential Drucker
http://www.amazon.com/Essential-Drucker-Druckers-Management-Hardcover/d
p/B00EDYYTMY/ref=sr_1_4?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1420697518&sr=1-4&keywor
ds=the+essential+drucker

“Two particular systems thinking skills are vital: seeing patterns of interdependency
and seeing into the future.”
Peter Senge
Systems Citizenship: The Leadership Mandate for This Millennium
From the Book: The Leader of the Future
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Quotes and Sources (cont’d)
“When problems are poorly defined or vaguely comprehended, one’s creative mind
does not work sharply.”
Kenichi Ohmae
The Mind of the Strategist
http://www.amazon.com/The-Mind-Of-Strategist-Japanese/dp/0070479046

“...no Gantt chart survives contact with reality.”
Donald Sull, Rebecca Homkes, and Charles Sull
Why Strategy Execution Unravels-and What to Do About It?
From Harvard Business Review
https://hbr.org/2015/03/why-strategy-execution-unravelsand-what-to-do-about-it

“I’ve always believed that innovation comes from people who care.”
Carl Erickson, CEO of Atomic Object
http://greatnotbig.com/2014/11/simple-model-mitigate-downsides-transparen
cy/

“In strategic thinking…use…brainpower to restructure the elements in the most advantageous way...”
Kenichi Ohmae
The Mind of the Strategist
http://www.amazon.com/The-Mind-Of-Strategist-Japanese/dp/0070479046

“In essence, the job of the strategist is to understand and cope with competition.”
Michael E. Porter
The Five Competing Forces that Shape Strategy
From: Harvard Business Review
https://hbr.org/2008/01/the-five-competitive-forces-that-shape-strategy

“Information is power, but it is pointless power if hoarded. Power must be shared for an
organization or relationship to work.”
Max DePree
From the book: Leadership is an Art
http://www.amazon.com/Leadership-Art-Max-Depree-ebook/dp/B0053CT29A/r
ef=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1420698424&sr=8-1&keywords=depree+leadership+is+
an+art

“Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here? That depends a good
deal on where you want to get to, said the Cat. I don’t much care where – said Alice.
Then it doesn’t matter which way you go, said the Cat.”
Lewis Carroll
From: Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
http://www.amazon.com/Alices-Adventures-Wonderland-Lewis-Carroll/dp/1503
222683/ref=sr_1_2?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1420698177&sr=1-2&keywords=alice
s+adventures+in+wonderland

“…reasoning is a social rather than an individual function.”
Chester L. Barnard
From the book: The Functions of the Executive
http://www.amazon.com/Functions-Executive-30th-Anniversary/dp/067432803
5/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1420698493&sr=8-1&keywords=functions+of+the+e
xecutive

“Strategy – What our competitive game plan will be.”
David Collis and Michael Rukstad
Can You Say What Your Strategy Is?
From Harvard Business Review
https://hbr.org/product/can-you-say-what-your-strategy-is/an/R0804E-PDF-ENG
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“Every situation is distinguished by its uniqueness.”
Victor E. Frankl
From the book: Man’s Search for Meaning.
http://www.amazon.com/Search-Meaning-Frankl-Viktor-MassMarket/dp/B00BQ
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Quotes and Sources (cont’d)
Additional Cited References
1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Strategy
2 http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/strategy
3 Martin, Roger. The Big Lie of Strategic Planning,
http://hbr.org/2014/01/the-big-lie-of-strategic-planning/ar/1
4 Ohmae, Kenichi. The Mind of the Strategist.
http://www.amazon.com/The-Mind-Of-Strategist-Japanese/dp/0070479046
5 5 Tips on IT Alignment that can Generate Profit
http://www.cio.com/article/2436813/business-alignment/5-tips-on-it-alignmen
t-that-can-generate-profit.html
6 Porter, Michael. The Five Competing Forces
https://hbr.org/2008/01/the-five-competitive-forces-that-shape-strategy
7 Sull, Donald; Homkes, Rebecca; Sull, Charles. 2015, March. Why Strategy Execution Unravels-and What to Do About It. Harvard Business Review.
https://hbr.org/2015/03/why-strategy-execution-unravelsand-what-to-do-abo
ut-it
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Delivery Impact
When we say something has delivery impact we are saying that an action, activity, or process makes a difference to the real value of the organization.
Many activities occur all day long in organizations and have little or sometimes negative impact on the ultimate value.
We should be aware of those activities that actually produce value and focus energy there.

Related Glossary Terms
Value, Value Proposition

Index

Find Term

Gantt
According to Investopedia (http://www.investopedia.com/terms/g/gantt-chart.asp)
“a Gantt chart is a visual representation of a project schedule. A type of bar chart, a Gantt
charts show the start and finish dates of the different required elements of a project. Henry
Laurence Gantt, an American mechanical engineer, is recognized for developing the Gantt
chart.”
The comment made in the book about “no gantt chart survives contact with reality” is humorous because all planners know that once plans face execution the plans almost always
require change. Only the most naive project managers think they can muscle their way
through a project without adapting the plan to what’s happening in reality.

Related Glossary Terms
Drag related terms here

Index

Find Term

Roadmap
When working with technology and strategic technology plans, roadmaps are important.
Vendors will usually provide roadmaps for their upcoming releases and features.
In its simplest form a roadmap can give you an idea of what will be likely faced in the future.
Whenever I ask someone to create a roadmap I try to make it simple. I ask them to identify
the following:
• List the technology
• In a brief narrative explain the current state.
• In a brief narrative explain where it will be in 12 months, 24 months, 36 months.
The further out you have to go to describe the roadmap the more it is guesswork. I generally
like a 12-24 month roadmap because those can be reliably pinned to available information
about the technology or product.

Related Glossary Terms
Drag related terms here
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Find Term

Strategic Discussion
Strategy in and of itself is an abstract concept. One must have nerve enough to set strategy,
and then brains enough to allow execution to adapt to both the strategic aim and the reality
being faced.
Strategic discussions are conversations that happen above the day-to-day action level. Too
many strategic discussions dip into tactical execution. When that happens, the value of remaining abstractly strategic is gone.
The value of strategic discussions are to keep planners and thinkers at an over-arching perspective so they have the opportunity to see the organizational and market as a whole, and
not just a part. When strategy starts considering only parts of a whole it will dip into suboptimization for some local benefit. This works in contrast to what strategists are trying to
accomplish.

Related Glossary Terms
Strategic Imperative, Strategic Initiative, Strategic Objective, Strategy, Strategy-Level

Index

Find Term

Strategic Imperative
The term strategic imperative can be confusing. In my planning processes I start with strategic objective, then identify strategy to accomplish that objective, then identify initiatives to
fulfill that strategy, then identify projects to map to the initiatives.
In one case I added a layer called strategic imperatives because the strategy the company
wanted to use seemed vague, but they were committed to them. I used the concept of imperatives to bridge between strategic objective and initiative. That provided another layer to
aggregate the work and assure strategic alignment in the organization.
Mark Lutchen, in his book “Managing IT as a Business,” uses imperatives as a way to way
to narrow and communicate the objectives (see page 39 of Luchen’s book). He indicates that
imperatives are something that if accomplished the business objectives will then also be accomplished. I agree with that definition, but in a practical sense the term imperative is not
well understood nor is it easy to use. I recommend staying with objectives and initiatives.

Related Glossary Terms
Strategic Discussion, Strategic Initiative, Strategic Objective, Strategy, Strategy-Level
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Find Term

Strategic Initiative
A strategic initiative is a way to group projects that contribute to the strategic objective.
In following our WWII example in this book, a strategic objective of the Pacific Theater campaign could have been to take Midway island. Taking Midway was the signal of the 1/2
point across the Pacific between the U.S. and Japan. Taking Midway was not only strategic
from a warfare perspective, but from a morale perspective for the citizens of the U. S.
There had to be a number of initiatives that would have been part of that objective. Such initiatives could have included things like: training marines to land on a beach, developing air
superiority, etc. There would then be thousands of projects that fit into those initiatives. The
initiatives were a series of activities or projects that when completed would cause the objective to be taken.
In the world of IT an example could be as follows:
• The CIO wants to deliver the most cost-effective and ubiquitous personal device (i.e., laptops, notepads, phones, etc.) usage to the business. This would be a strategic objective.
• An initiative could be the adoption of a large vendor’s cloud offering for email, word processing, spreadsheets, etc.
• There would be a number of projects required to carry out that initiative. The initiative
would be one of the main thrusts in accomplishing the CIO’s objective - but there may be
other initiatives that map to that as well. We cannot get short-sighted thinking there are
perfect 1-1 mappings between initiatives and objectives.

Related Glossary Terms
Strategic Discussion, Strategic Imperative, Strategic Objective, Strategy, Strategy-Level
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Find Term

Strategic Objective
A strategic objective is a key target that the leader wants to achieve.
In following our WWII example in this book, a strategic objective of the Pacific Theater campaign could have been to take Midway island. Taking Midway was the signal of the 1/2
point across the Pacific between the U.S. and Japan. Taking Midway was not only strategic
from a warfare perspective, but from a morale perspective for the citizens of the U. S.
In the world of IT an example of a strategic objective could be for a CIO to deliver the most
cost-effective and ubiquitous personal device (i.e., laptops, notepads, phones, etc.) usage to
the business without growing costs in the data center.

Related Glossary Terms
Strategic Discussion, Strategic Imperative, Strategic Initiative, Strategy, Strategy-Level
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Find Term

Strategy
My definition of strategy is simple: Strategy is the over-arching approach to gain competitive advantage or achieve key objectives.
Strategy at one level in the organization might be tactical at another. Senior leaders dealing
with strategy may declare something tactical. And at the same time, that tactical event may
be very strategic for the group further down in the organizational hierarchy.
In many ways, strategy and tactics are in the eye of the beholder and depend on one’s frame
of reference.

Related Glossary Terms
Strategic Discussion, Strategic Imperative, Strategic Initiative, Strategic Objective,
Strategy-Level, Tactical Discussion, Tactics
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Strategy-Level
Refer to the diagram on
the second page of the
brainstorming chapter
(7).
Organizations can be
thought of in three segments (Strategic, Managerial, and Operational).
For purposes of this
book the strategy-level is
where strategic plans are
developed. Strategic levels give the planners the
best opportunity to see
the organization holistically. It is however important to figure out how to engage participants from other parts of
the organization in developing strategic objectives. But, don’t get overly carried away with
that - strategy is clearly the responsibility of the senior leadership team and if leaders are doing their job they will take a firm and active role in the process.

Related Glossary Terms
Strategic Discussion, Strategic Imperative, Strategic Initiative, Strategic Objective, Strategy
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Tactical Discussion
Tactical discussions are all about execution. Anytime the conversation moves towards the
“how” something is going to get done it dips into tactical discussions.
In the simplest form, strategy can be the “what” and tactics the “how.” But, this can be too
simple. Tactics and strategy can very much depend on the level in the organization in which
one participates.
The demarkation between tactics and strategy can be confusing and also serve as a point of
argument. Neither is fruitful. Just remember that strategy is over-arching planning and tactics are execution-specific.

Related Glossary Terms
Strategy, Tactics, Transactional Tactical
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Find Term

Tactics
Tactics are the execution process to take strategic objectives, or to deliver on strategic objectives.
Tactics at one level in the organization might be strategic at another level. Senior leaders
dealing with strategy may declare something tactical. And at the same time, that tactical
event may be very strategic for the group further down in the organizational hierarchy.
In many ways, tactics and strategy are in the eye of the beholder and depend on one’s frame
of reference.

Related Glossary Terms
Strategy, Tactical Discussion, Transactional Tactical
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Find Term

Transactional Tactical
Transactional refers to the day-to-day work that has to be done. Transactional leadership for
example worries about making sure all of the details of the day-to-day are accomplished
such as production goals met, scheduling tasks completed, etc.
When I say transactional tactical in this book I’m referring to items that are focused on
achieving specific tasks immediately at hand. They are essential.

Related Glossary Terms
Tactical Discussion, Tactics
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Value
See Value Proposition.

Related Glossary Terms
Delivery Impact, Value Proposition
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Find Term

Value Proposition
A value proposition is a statement that ties the benefits of an offering to the problem it
solves for the customer.
The idea of value proposition is usually something a sales person worries about. However,
in the complex arrangements of modern organizations we all must be aware of value propositions because we rarely control all of the resources to get our work done. We almost always
have to have someone else contribute resources. In order to get that to happen we do have to
do a little bit of selling. Understanding value proposition and creating value is critical to any
leader.
For further information on value, selling internally, organizing resources for mutual projects
see my book on “Selling to Businesses.”
http://www.amazon.com/Gordon-E.-Whitehead/e/B006R4YSYW

Related Glossary Terms
Delivery Impact, Value
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