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Performance Management- Ten Steps to Bridge Strategy and Execution

By Matt Angello and Ira S Wolfe

Many organizations struggle with executing their business plans. The root cause of this struggle
can be as varied as the businesses themselves. The purpose of this document is to provide leaders
with the ten essential steps to move an organization from strategy to execution.

Unlocking the potential of your organization requires discipline of definition, communication
and alignment. Without these disciplines, your business “plans” will become at best, broken
dreams and unfilled “hopes.” The following ten steps will guide your organization on the
disciplined path to a successful future.

Step 1- Determine the Destination. Before an organization can move forward, every
employee needs to know the destination. This destination is typically “charted” through
clearly and concisely articulated vision, mission and values statements. Vision is an
organization’s reason for existence and long-term desired state. It answers the question
“who are we and what do we want to be?” It often includes a reference to the competitive
set, e.g. size, profitability, market share, positioning, etc. Without a vision, an
organization will lack purpose, passion and energy. Mission usually describes the
enablers of the vision (“how” it will be achieved), often including references to
customers, suppliers and employees. Finally, values describe the inviolable beliefs and
guiding principles of the organization, which govern the behavior of everyone in the
organization.

Step 2- Set the Course. Charting the course to the destination ensures that everyone is
moving in the right direction. This is accomplished through strategic and operating
plans. Strategic plans set the course over a time horizon, typically 3-5 years. These plans
include detailed strategies for achieving the vision of the organization over time (market
share, profitability, sales growth, product development, entering/exiting markets, etc). To
be effective, the strategic plan must lay-out in clear terms what is expected, the current
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gaps to these expectations, detailed descriptions of the actions to close the gaps and the
specified time to do so. Strategic plans are not broadly communicated to employees.
Operating plans are the distillation of the strategic plan over a shorter planning horizon,
usually annual. They specify the deliverables of the strategic plan, including objectives
and specific/measureable outcomes which must be achieved within specified time frames
and budgets. Operating plans must be broadly communicated to employees to ensure that
everyone is on the proper course.

Step 3- Spread the News. Ensure that the key operating plan objectives are disseminated
from executive management to employees. This is an opportunity with high engagement-
building potential for many organizations. Because executive management spends so
much time discussing the business with one-another, they tend to assume that employees
share their understanding of the key priorities. Absent disciplined communication, this
transfer simply does not happen. Start the process by establishing an “owner” for each of
the objectives in the operating plan, and communicating the expectation to them. These
individuals may or may not have been involved in establishing the objective as part of the
planning process. This step ensures that there is no ambiguity as to who is responsible to
champion and deliver the initiative. Diffuseness of responsibility is a sure-fire first step to
non-execution.

Step 4- Be Clear. Ensure there is clarity around the delivery date and the financial value
of the respective objectives. If dates and/or target values change after the creation of the
operating plan, the owner of the objective needs to know.

Step 5- Name the Team. The owner of the objective must take the time to identify all of
the participants who need to be engaged in the achievement of the objective through a
“cascade” process. Additionally, they need to ensure (either directly or through a review
process) that each participant has an appropriate success measure for their component and
an agreed upon time frame for its delivery. Of course, the components and dates need to
build in a logical progression to achieve the objective as outlined in the operating plan.
This is typically accomplished in the context of a project plan, which should readily
identify all the individuals who have a role to play. The goal alignment process
associated with any objective should not stop until the individual contributors to that
objective are identified. It is important to remember that all of the participants in the
achievement of an objective will not necessarily fall into the reporting structure of the
leader.
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Step 6- First things First, Significant power results when every employee is linked either
directly or indirectly to one of the operating objectives. Many linkages will be identified
through the cascade process described above, but others will not. If they cannot, then
identify other SMART objectives, tied closely to operating performance using the process
outlined in the following steps.

Step 7- Define Success. Each employee should have no more than five SMART
objectives, i.e. Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Realistic and Time-bound. If the
objective outgrows a project plan, the measures in the project plan should be used for the
individual employee. If not, then focus on objectives that are directly or indirectly tied to
the attainment of operating plan drivers, and/or to the most important department
deliverables. Avoid low impact, work tasks becoming listed as objectives.

 Step 8- Break Ties . It is possible that employees will have conflicting objectives. There
needs to be a process to break ties. It cannot be as simple as the immediate manager
review, because they may not share accountability with their employee for a particular
objective. An example of this could surface in the project planning teams previously
discussed, where a department employee, but not necessarily the manager, could play a
critical role. In this case, the project manager needs to be involved in the decision as to
which objectives take precedence. To ensure an adequate review of objectives, a two-
level approval process is preferred. This process requires that all objectives are reviewed
and approved by the second level manager. To the extent that there is a conflict with a
project team leader and a department manager, the conflict will be resolved with the
second level manager.

 Step 9- Stay Fluid and Think Linked. Objectives are not evergreen. Priorities have a way
of changing with the ebbs and flows of market conditions. Be aware that every time a
critical business initiative changes in part or in whole, the objectives of all those
employees who are tied to that initiative must be revisited. To ensure that you do not miss
the opportunity to stay linked to changing requirements, managers and employees should
revisit their objectives on a regular basis informally, and formally once per quarter. Post
the objectives in an obvious location and keep them top of mind. Managers and project
leaders should ask to review the objectives when meeting with employees. There are a
number of software solutions that are available in the marketplace to assist with this
process.

 Step 10- Dance with Your Stars. Linking pay and incentives in part or in whole to
performance against objectives has been demonstrated time and again to have a positive
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impact on their achievement and company results. High performers embrace such plans,
particularly those that provide direct “line of sight,” meaning there is a direct relationship
between the employee’s performance and their pay. Weaker performers do not like such
programs for obvious reasons. A strongly aligned objective process, as described above
provides the best basis for making development, pay and promotion decisions that
motivate your star performers and establishes a foundation of performance excellence
organization-wide.
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