
 
  

Strategy Maps That Drive Execution 

Idea In Short

Build a strategy map before the next planning cycle closes. Executives who rely on slide
decks and narrative memos to explain strategy routinely lose their organizations somewhere
between boardroom approval and frontline execution. A strategy map fixes that gap by
placing every objective on a single page and drawing the cause-and-effect lines between
them, so a marketing director and a plant supervisor can see exactly how their work feeds
the same financial outcome. The map should sit alongside a balanced scorecard, translating
each objective into a measurable target owned by a named team. Organizations that skip
this step tend to rediscover, a year later, that strategic clarity at the top never reached the
people responsible for delivering it.

Executives spend months building strategy, then watch it stall the moment it needs to move
beyond the boardroom. The plan lives in a slide deck or a lengthy memo that few people
outside senior leadership ever read closely and the connections between long-term goals
and daily tasks stay implicit rather than explicit. A strategy map addresses that failure
directly by placing every strategic objective on a single page and drawing the causal links
between them, so anyone in the organization can trace how their work contributes to the
company's ultimate financial and mission-driven outcomes.

What a Strategy Map Actually Shows

A strategy map is a strategic planning tool that visually represents an organization's entire
strategy on one page. It works because it forces two disciplines that narrative strategy
documents rarely enforce. First, it requires cause-and-effect relationships: arrows connect
objectives to show how progress in one area drives outcomes in another, rather than leaving
readers to infer the sequence themselves. Second, it demands action-oriented goals,
phrased with verbs that describe specific outcomes instead of abstract aspirations.

The map's core purpose is communicating how the business intends to create value and it
typically pairs with a balanced scorecard, the companion tool that attaches measurable
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targets and key performance indicators [KPIs] to each objective the map identifies. Robert
Kaplan and David Norton, who introduced the balanced scorecard in Harvard Business
Review, later extended the framework into the strategy map as a way to make the
scorecard's logic visible to a broader audience1. Wikipedia's summary of the framework
captures the intent well:

A device that promotes three stages of conversation during the strategy
development, implementation and learning process

That framing matters because a map is not a static artifact filed away after a planning
offsite. It is meant to stay in active use, referenced in performance reviews and revised as
the organization learns what actually drives its results.

Why Executives Rely on Strategy Maps

Clarity of objectives sits at the top of the list of reasons a strategy map matters. When goals
and their interrelations appear on one page, comprehension improves for every stakeholder,
from board members to frontline supervisors, because nobody has to reconstruct the logic
from a lengthy planning document. Performance monitoring gets easier too, since the map
gives leadership a straightforward view of progress against primary strategic objectives,
which supports faster course correction when results diverge from plan.

The map also changes how strategy gets developed in the first place. Visualizing how
financial targets align with internal processes and learning objectives lets planning teams
stress-test assumptions before committing resources, rather than discovering misalignment
after execution begins. Teams that build the map together, rather than receiving it as a
finished document from leadership, tend to internalize the interdependencies more
thoroughly, which improves the quality of the collaborative planning that follows.

Evaluation benefits from the same visual structure. Regular assessment against the map lets
teams track advancement and flag areas that need attention before they become larger
problems. Refreshing the map to reflect actual progress, rather than leaving it static from the
original planning cycle, keeps the assessment honest and prevents the tool from becoming
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an artifact nobody trusts.

Building the Map: Eight Sequential Steps

Constructing a strategy map is a deliberate process that converts organizational aspiration
into an executable business plan. Each step builds on the one before it and skipping ahead
tends to produce a map that looks complete but lacks the internal logic that makes it useful.

1. Define the mission and vision, capturing the organization's core purpose and its
short and long-term direction, since this becomes the foundation every subsequent
objective must support

2. Evaluate current performance through a comprehensive review of industry trends,
stakeholder dynamics and internal strengths and weaknesses, which surfaces the
specific obstacles that have constrained growth

3. Define the strategy itself, concentrating on initiatives that build sustainable
competitive advantage, whether through superior customer value or more efficient
internal operations

4. Assess how each team's processes and capabilities need to grow to execute the
strategy, which often requires new training, research, or changes to established
internal practices

5. Translate the strategy into the map's structure using the balanced scorecard's four
perspectives: financial, customer, internal process and learning and growth

6. Establish the cause-and-effect relationships between objectives within and across
perspectives, clarifying how achieving one goal enables progress toward another

7. Assign named owners and key performance indicators [KPIs] to each objective, so
the map connects directly to individual accountability rather than remaining a
leadership-level abstraction

8. Revisit and revise the map at each milestone, since strategic objectives typically
span months or years and market conditions rarely stay static long enough to make
a single version permanent

McKinsey's research on strategy execution reinforces why steps five through eight carry
the most weight in practice. The firm's analysis of more than 400 companies found that top
performers distinguish themselves most clearly during the mobilization phase, the bridge
between strategic design and execution, rather than in the design phase itself2. A strategy
map built without genuine attention to those middle and final steps risks becoming an
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elegant diagram that never changes how work actually gets done.

The Four Perspectives That Anchor Every Map

Financial Objectives

Financial goals occupy the top of the map because they represent the outcomes
shareholders and boards ultimately evaluate. These objectives typically address revenue
growth, profitability, cost discipline, or specific financial targets tied to the planning cycle.
Placing them at the top does not mean they matter more than the other perspectives; it
reflects the logic that financial results are the lagging outcome of everything below them on
the page. Kaplan has described this structure as a way to translate strategy into measurable,
linked objectives that connect boardroom targets to operational reality3. Without the layers
beneath it, a financial target on its own gives teams no guidance on how to reach it.

Customer Objectives

Customer goals sit directly beneath the financial perspective and address what the
organization must deliver to the people who generate its revenue. Depending on the
organization, this section might reference clients, patients, or members rather than
customers, but the underlying focus stays the same: satisfaction, loyalty and retention.
These objectives force planning teams to articulate the value proposition in specific terms
rather than generic promises of quality or service. A well-constructed customer perspective
also clarifies which market segments the strategy prioritizes, since trying to serve every
possible customer need dilutes the map's usefulness.

Internal Process Objectives

Internal process goals describe the operational work that must improve for the organization
to deliver on its customer commitments and, ultimately, its financial targets. These
objectives cover operational efficiency, workflow design and performance in the specific
processes that matter most to the strategy at hand. A manufacturing company's internal
process objectives look nothing like those of a professional services firm, which is precisely
the point: this perspective should reflect the actual mechanics of how the organization
creates value, not a generic operations checklist. Teams responsible for these objectives
need visibility into how their process improvements connect upward to customer and
financial outcomes.
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Learning and Growth Objectives

Learning and growth objectives sit at the base of the map and they receive the least visibility
in most organizations despite being the foundation for everything above them. These goals
cover employee training, skill development and the knowledge infrastructure the
organization needs to sustain its internal processes over time. Documentation of the
framework's evolution notes that neglecting this perspective is a common reason maps fail
to deliver lasting results, since financial and customer gains built on an undeveloped
workforce rarely hold up over multiple planning cycles4. Treating this perspective as an
afterthought undermines the cause-and-effect logic the rest of the map depends on.

Turning Objectives Into Measurable Commitments

A strategy map only becomes actionable once its objectives connect to specific, assigned
metrics. The Corporate Finance Institute describes the balanced scorecard as the
framework that lets organizations assign priority to products, projects and services and
evaluate management performance using key performance indicators [KPIs] tied to each of
the four perspectives5. Breaking the overall map into smaller goals assigned to specific
teams is the first step in that process, since a single enterprise-wide objective rarely
translates into clear accountability on its own.

From there, each team needs specific initiatives and action plans that directly support its
assigned objectives, along with KPIs chosen to measure progress toward those objectives
without losing sight of how they roll up into the organization's overall metrics. Clear roles
and responsibilities complete the structure, ensuring that named individuals, not abstract
departments, own the tasks required to move each objective forward. Skipping this
translation step is the most common reason a well-designed map fails to change behavior:

the objectives look coherent, but nobody outside the leadership team knows which
specific actions are theirs to take

What the Map Delivers Once Teams Actually Use It

The value of a strategy map shows up in daily decision-making, not in the planning session
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where it gets created. Aligning day-to-day operations with strategic objectives becomes
concrete rather than aspirational, since every action a team takes can be traced back to a
specific objective on the page. That traceability unifies understanding across levels of the
organization, giving a frontline employee the same reference point a board member uses to
evaluate progress.

The shared visual also strengthens collaboration, since employees can see how their
specific role contributes to objectives owned by other teams, which reduces the tendency
to optimize locally at the expense of the broader strategy. Because objectives on the map
get expressed as specific, measurable, achievable, relevant and time-bound [SMART]
targets, the tool converts broad ambition into a roadmap of concrete steps rather than
leaving execution to interpretation.

Cross-functional awareness improves as a natural consequence, since the map spans every
department and area of the organization rather than sitting exclusively with one function.
That visibility also supports better risk management, because decisions get made with a
clearer view of how they affect objectives elsewhere on the map, reducing the odds that a
choice optimized for one perspective quietly undermines another.

Making the Map Part of How the Organization Operates

A strategy map delivers the most value when it functions as a living reference rather than a
one-time deliverable from a planning cycle. Leadership teams that revisit it at defined
intervals, rather than filing it away until the next annual retreat, catch misalignment while it is
still cheap to correct. Assigning explicit ownership for keeping the map current, typically to
the same office responsible for the balanced scorecard, prevents the tool from drifting out
of date the way many strategic plans do once the initial excitement of the launch fades.

A strategy map also differs from the broader business plan a company might file with
lenders or investors, since it targets a narrower set of strategic objectives rather than the full
operational and financial detail a comprehensive plan requires6. Communicating the map
broadly, rather than restricting it to senior leadership, is what ultimately determines whether
the tool changes behavior across the organization. A map that only board members and
executives ever see functions as documentation, not as a working management system.
One that reaches every team that owns an objective on it becomes the shared language the
organization uses to talk about strategy, which is the outcome Kaplan and Norton originally
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intended when they extended the balanced scorecard into a visual framework.

1Using the balanced scorecard as a strategic management system
2How strategy champions win
3Mapping your corporate strategy
4Strategy map
5Balanced scorecard: framework for strategic success
6Strategic business plans: why this success-focused tool is a must-have

Summary

A strategy map earns its place on the executive agenda because it forces precision that
narrative strategy documents rarely achieve. Financial, customer, internal process and
learning and growth objectives sit on one page, connected by explicit cause-and-effect
arrows that show how daily work rolls up into shareholder outcomes. Paired with a balanced
scorecard and named key performance indicators [KPIs], the map converts ambition into
assignments that individual teams can own and measure. Revisiting the map at each
milestone keeps it honest as markets and internal capabilities shift. Organizations that build
and maintain one give every employee, from the boardroom to the front line, a shared
answer to the question of how their work creates value.
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