
 
  

Strategy, Planning and Execution 

Idea In Short

Most businesses do not fail because their strategy was wrong. They fail because the
strategy never made it past the boardroom in a form anyone could act on. The fix is not
another off-site or a thicker slide deck. It is treating strategy, planning and execution as
three separate disciplines that require different skills, different meetings and different
owners, then building the connective tissue between them. Leaders who want durable
results should stop asking whether their strategy is good enough and start asking whether
their planning translates that strategy into decisions their teams can actually make on a
Tuesday morning and whether their execution rhythm surfaces problems early enough to fix
them. Get that sequence right and growth becomes a byproduct rather than a hope.

Every growth plan a company writes down meets the same test eventually. Does it survive
contact with the calendar. Strategy, planning and execution are the three disciplines that
decide the outcome of that test. They are far more distinct from one another than most
leadership teams treat them. Confusing the three, or assuming that nailing one covers for
the other two, is a common and costly mistake. Separating them clearly, then building the
connective tissue between them, is what turns an ambitious vision into a result that shows
up on the balance sheet.

What Business Strategy Actually Decides

Business strategy is the set of choices that determines where a company will compete and
how it intends to win there. It is not a mission statement. It is not a list of goals. It is a theory
about the market, built from an honest read of competitive dynamics and a bet on where
opportunity will open up next. Roger Martin, the strategy scholar whose work Harvard
Business Review revisited in a piece asking why so many strategies fail1, draws a sharp line
between this kind of thinking and ordinary planning. Strategy deals in outcomes a company
cannot fully control, he argues, while planning deals in resources it can. That distinction
changes what a leadership team should actually be arguing about in a strategy session.
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Formulating a strategy worth the name means testing assumptions continually, not
defending them and staying alert to shifts in the competitive landscape before they show up
in quarterly numbers. Business leaders earn their keep here by asking a small set of blunt
questions.

Where are we now? Where do we want to be? How can we get there?

Holding onto that mindset lets a strategy adapt as markets move, instead of hardening into a
document nobody revisits until it is already out of date. At its core, business strategy gives a
company a defensible reason to expect it will outcompete rivals over a multi-year horizon,
not just this fiscal year.

Turning Direction Into a Working Plan

If strategy sets the direction, strategic planning is the discipline that converts it into specific
actions a company will actually take. McKinsey's research on organizational alignment2
makes a related point: companies where employees understand and feel excited about
direction are twice as likely to post above-median earnings margins, which is exactly the
outcome strategic planning is meant to produce by turning direction into practices and tools
that let an organization assess its capabilities, set measurable objectives and allocate
resources against them. Gartner frames the work as unfolding across three horizons:
strategy over three to five years, strategic plans over twelve to twenty-four months and
operational plans over the next six to twelve. That layered structure stops teams from
treating a single planning document as if it had to do everything at once.

Good strategic planning assigns owners, timelines and budgets to the initiatives a strategy
implies. It also identifies the performance metrics that will show whether those initiatives are
working. Consider a company whose strategic priority is growing market share. The plan
beneath that priority might commit to new product launches, a defined marketing spend and
specific headcount growth in sales, each with a named owner and a delivery date. That level
of detail is what separates a plan from a wish.

Regular reviews keep the plan honest as real conditions diverge from the assumptions it was
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built on. Planning, in that sense, converts a strategic bet into a sequence of decisions a team
can actually execute against, rather than a slogan they are asked to rally around.

Where Execution Actually Decides the Outcome

Execution is where a strategy either becomes real or quietly dies. It is the process of
carrying out the initiatives a plan lays out and it demands more than checking tasks off a list.
Forbes' analysis of why most companies fail at strategy execution3 found that roughly 70
percent of change efforts fall short of their targets and traced the shortfall to emotion-based
barriers such as mistrust, low receptivity to change and inconsistent messaging, rather than
to a bad original plan. Those four factors are worth checking before anyone blames the
strategy itself.

Execution in a fast-moving market also requires the will to adjust course based on what the
data shows, rather than sticking to an assumption that has since been disproven. That takes
leadership that shows up inside the work, not just at the announcement, empowering teams
across functions and keeping communication open enough that silos do not quietly reroute
the effort. It also needs metrics specific enough to catch a problem early. A lagging financial
number will only tell a team it failed months after the point where it could have corrected
course.

Why Strategy and Execution Cannot Be Separated

Strategy and execution are often discussed as if they were sequential, one handed off to the
other. The relationship actually runs both directions. A strategy without a credible path to
execution is closer to an opinion than a plan. An execution effort without clear strategic
direction produces motion without progress. Execution gives strategists a feedback loop
built on real performance data instead of assumptions, which is often the fastest way to
catch a strategic bet that needs revising before it becomes an expensive mistake. It also
exposes the operational gaps, staffing shortfalls or process bottlenecks that would
otherwise stay invisible until they had already done damage.

Clear strategy, in return, gives execution teams the filter they need to say no to work that
does not serve the priority. It also gives people the context that keeps them motivated when
the work gets difficult. PMI's research on business acumen among project professionals4
found that only 18% of project professionals demonstrate high business acumen, the very
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skill that lets them connect daily execution decisions back to strategic intent instead of
treating delivery as a checklist. That figure is a useful check for any leadership team
tempted to assume the strategy document is the hard part.

Open, ongoing communication between the people who set strategy and the people who run
operations is what keeps this loop functioning. Strategists get evidence they can use to
refine direction and operators get context that turns their daily work into something more
than a list of assigned tasks.

Planning as the Connective Tissue

Strategic planning sits between the two, translating a strategic bet into a program with
named tasks, resources, owners and deadlines. Strategists define objectives here, along
with the key performance indicators [KPI] that will track them. Operational leaders push
back with honest input on what timelines and staffing levels are realistic. That exchange
keeps a plan grounded rather than aspirational and it runs in both directions, since
operational teams also pick up strategic context they would not otherwise have.

The resulting document works as a roadmap tied to the company's overall direction, while
still reflecting the constraints of the teams that will carry it out. Reviewed on a regular
cadence, it also becomes the mechanism that catches misalignment early, since KPI data
will show a gap between plan and reality well before it shows up in end-of-year results.
Breaking a large ambition into smaller milestones gives execution teams enough autonomy
to move quickly, while still keeping them anchored to checkpoints that show whether the
broader effort is on track.

Five Practices That Turn Plans Into Results

Turning a strategy and its supporting plan into a delivered outcome depends on a small
number of organizational habits that show up consistently in companies that execute well.

1. Leaders participate directly in the work, rather than delegating it entirely and
checking in only at milestones, which signals which priorities are genuinely
important

2. Communication stays frequent and specific about both progress and setbacks,
rather than only surfacing good news at scheduled updates
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3. Teams closer to the work are given real decision-making latitude within agreed
boundaries, since they typically see problems and opportunities before
headquarters does

4. Metrics are tied directly to the strategic priority they support, not to generic activity
counts that look busy without indicating progress

5. Resources can be redeployed quickly when conditions change, without requiring a
full re-approval cycle that stalls the response

These five practices are less a checklist to complete once than a set of habits an
organization either has or does not. Building them tends to take longer than writing the
strategy itself. Companies that skip this step often discover that their execution problems
were never really about execution. The problem was the absence of these underlying
conditions.

A Scaling Scenario That Shows the Pattern

Consider a fast-growing education technology company whose strategic priority is global
expansion within three years. The strategic plan beneath that priority, for the coming twelve
months, sets three concrete targets: entering five new country markets, growing monthly
active users by 30% and lowering customer acquisition costs. None of those targets is the
strategy itself. They are the operational translation of it.

Execution then requires coordination across departments that do not naturally sit in the
same meeting. Launching in a new country needs joint work from product, marketing and
regional teams. Hiring the project managers to run those launches pulls in human resources
and senior leadership at the same time. Regular reviews track the impact of each hire
against the metrics the plan defined. When user growth lags target, the marketing team runs
controlled experiments and adjusts spend based on what the data shows, rather than on
instinct. Leadership's job through this stretch is to protect the underlying strategic direction
while giving teams room to adjust tactics as conditions shift, recalibrating the plan itself
when constraints change rather than treating the original document as fixed.

What Actually Derails Execution

Even companies with a sound strategy and a workable plan run into a recurring set of
obstacles that quietly erode execution.
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Communication breakdowns are the most common obstacle. When teams operate without
consistent cross-functional contact, strategic alignment degrades, even though everyone
still believes they understand the priorities. Gallup's research on manager-driven
engagement5 found that companies get manager selection wrong roughly 82% of the time
and that nobody has more influence over whether a strategy actually lands with a team than
the manager directly above them. Managers who consistently explained why a priority
mattered, not just what it was, produced measurably better alignment down the chain.
Regular cross-functional meetings and shared platforms for status updates help close that
gap, but only if senior leaders treat repeated explanation as part of the job, not a one-time
announcement.

A second obstacle is letting short-term tactical work quietly crowd out long-term priorities.
That happens easily when daily fires feel more urgent than a plan set months earlier.
Leaders counter this by tying daily tasks explicitly back to strategic priorities and tracking
progress against the KPIs the plan defined, rather than against whatever felt most pressing
that week.

A third obstacle is leadership that oversees execution passively instead of actively
championing it, holding people accountable and modeling the behavior it wants to see. A
fourth is plain resistance to change, since new skills and disrupted routines feel
uncomfortable regardless of the upside a strategy promises. Gartner's research on leading
organizations through constant transition6 recommends treating change as a continuous
condition rather than a single initiative, anticipating friction before rollout instead of reacting
to it afterward. Employee participation, phased rollouts and honest explanation of personal
benefit convert resistance into buy-in over time. Pilot programs, visible recognition of early
adopters and genuine training investment tend to do more here than a single well-produced
town hall.

Strategy, planning and execution are not three sequential steps that a company completes
once and moves past. They are three ongoing disciplines that have to keep talking to each
other, through shared metrics, honest reviews and leaders willing to explain the same
priority more times than feels necessary. Companies that treat that conversation as
infrastructure, rather than as an annual event, are the ones that keep converting ambition
into results year after year.

1Why do so many strategies fail?
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2The aligned organization
3Five reasons most companies fail at strategy execution
4Pulse report 2025: boosting business acumen
5How to help your managers engage their teams
6How CxOs lead organizational change through constant transition

Summary

Strategy sets the destination, planning lays the route and execution supplies the miles
covered each day. None of the three works in isolation and treating any one of them as
sufficient on its own is how ambitious companies stall. The organizations that compound
advantage over years are the ones that keep strategists, planners and operators in the same
conversation, using shared metrics and a shared vocabulary for what success looks like.
That takes deliberate structure: leaders who model the behavior they want, communication
that explains the why and not just the what and review cadences that catch drift before it
becomes damage. Build that structure once and it keeps paying out long after the original
plan is obsolete.

 

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

Think Insights  ·  thinkinsights.net -7-

https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/operations/our-insights/the-aligned-organization
https://www.forbes.com/sites/insead/2016/01/08/five-reasons-most-companies-fail-at-strategy-execution/
https://www.pmi.org/learning/thought-leadership/boosting-business-acumen
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/284186/help-managers-engage-teams.aspx
https://www.gartner.com/en/articles/organizational-change
http://www.tcpdf.org

