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Overview 
Success in an increasingly competitive and 
rapidly changing business world requires 
flawless execution. Execution links strategy, 
operations and people and is firmly grounded in 
a realistic understanding of a company’s 
external environment and its capabilities. 
Execution flows from leadership that creates an 
open, disciplined performance culture built on 
ethics and values; sets the priorities for the 
organization; emphasizes the development of 
people and the contribution of each individual; 
and follows up to deliver on commitments that 
are made. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Linking strategy, operations and people is the key to flawless execution. 
 
The business world is undergoing enormous change, most notably because of globalization and 
the emergence of power retailers. Globalization dampens inflation, lowers margins and 
provides greater value for customers, but makes business more competitive and commoditized.   
Mega- retailers such as Wal-Mart and The Home Depot leverage their buying power to offer 
huge selections and low prices but disrupt markets and are particularly tough on their supply 
chains. 
 
To survive and thrive in this new reality, developing a sound strategy and business model are 
necessary but not sufficient. Companies must be able to execute on three key and interrelated 
dimensions: strategy, operations and people.  
 
 

 
“Execution is the discipline of creating, energizing and sustaining an integrated business 

system for actually getting something done, as opposed to just talking about it.” 
 

 
 
 1. Strategy. Creation and execution of strategy, when done well, has become a dynamic 
process that includes the entire organization. This process entails:  
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a) Understanding the external realities: Sound strategies start with understanding 
reality. This involves the environment, the industry, growth rates, regulatory 
situations, customer needs, and competition. Most strategies are dead on arrival 
because they are not in sync with reality. 

 
 

 
 “You would be shocked by the number of companies that are unwilling to realistically confront 

the issues that separate them from greatness.” 
 

 
 

b) Determining the financial aspirations: Based on the realities faced, companies must 
establish realistic and attainable financial goals. 

c) Formulating the strategy: Will growth come from new products? New markets? 
Acquisitions? What strategies will increase organizational productivity? Companies 
must also identify and confront their barriers to growth.  

 
2. Operations.  An operating plan is a budget with details and a milestone for accountability. 
Everyone must be involved in its creation – not just the financial people – so that accountability 
is achieved. There must be a contingency plan in place if certain assumptions prove incorrect. 
Good companies follow up and deliver on their operational plans.  
 
 
 
3. People. Companies often fail to execute on the people front by not having systems and 
processes in place to select the right people, put them in the right jobs and train them. (Most 
companies think they have good people processes while, in actuality, they do not.) In selecting 
the right people, intelligence and ethics are mandatory but not differentiating. Look not just at 
how people think, but at what they have done, their problem-solving skills, their attitude, and 
their ability to work with others. Also, check references. 
 
In developing people, do not take away decision-making responsibilities. Provide continuing 
executive education and move employees to different assignments; never miss a chance to 
coach. Most importantly, know the potential of each person and bring out that potential. 
 
 
 

“Companies that struggle invariably do not get the ‘people factor’ right.” 
 

 
 

Companies want to think about these three elements in a linked way because they have a bigger 
impact when taken together. For example, when you talk about people, talk about their 
operating capability as well as their strategic strengths.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

hsmglobal.com 3

 
Great leaders exhibit essential behaviors that extend to the organization and 

shape its culture. 
 
Being a great leader is not just about being a financial or operational expert or a brilliant 
strategist; it requires emotional qualities that permeate an organization.  
 
These qualities include: 
 

• Authenticity. This is about valuing ethics and creating an ethical organization 
through leaders that refuse to cut corners. 

 
• Self-awareness. Leaders are comfortable with their strengths, aware of their 

shortcomings, and are not afraid to hire people who are better than they are.  
 

• Self-mastery. Great leaders are always learning and changing. They retain their 
core ethics and values, but embrace change. 

 
• Humility. There is no room for egotistical monsters. Great leaders listen and learn, 

keep their ego in check, and encourage an open environment of healthy debate and 
sharing of new ideas. 

 
 

In addition, because today’s employees no longer respond to demands, leaders must be great 
communicators who are clear and persuasive; can inspire; have energy, passion, courage, self-
confidence, discipline, and vision; and are honest and candid. 

 
 
These traits lead to a greater sense of reality, a culture of performance and a meritocracy 
where each person understands his or her role and feels valued, and the organization’s 
emphasis is on proactively solving problems and acting on these solutions. 
In contrast, common mistakes that leaders make include: 
 

– Poor time management. Too often, leaders don’t allocate their time to the most 
important things – people, strategy, operations, and customers. They do not run their 
own agendas, and spend too much time on things that don’t drive business success. 

 
– Missing in action. In times of crisis, some leaders can’t be found. Leaders need to know 

when there are important problems and need to be there to fix them. 
 

– Being slow to move on non-performers. Often this is based on loyalty, no benchmarking 
of people against others, and unwillingness to challenge people. 

 
–  Indecision. This is an unwillingness to act and make a decision on less than perfect 

information. 
 
– Insular thinking. A leader measures himself and the company against only internal, not 

external, standards. 
 

– Missing commitments. This is the first step on a downhill trail and a basic failure of 
execution. 
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Six basic priorities for business leaders in achieving execution excellence: 
 

 
1. Know your business. Be involved enough so that you can weigh in, but not make, important 
decisions. Also, have enough information about the top 100 people to have a viewpoint on them. 
 
2. Embrace realism. Success isn’t always a matter of knowing what to do; it’s knowing when to 
do it. Not all change is appropriate at any given moment. Pick your spots. 
 
3. Set clear goals. Have three or four goals (not ten) and spread them throughout the 
organization. Simplicity projects intellect. 
 
4. Coach your people. Great companies take pride in growing their people to assume more 
responsibility as the corporation needs them. Differentiate regarding rewards and promotions, 
and don’t be afraid to get rid of bad people. 
 
 

“Try to find someone who is struggling and help them through.” 
 
 
5. Know yourself. Know your shortcomings and compensate for them. 
 
6. Let everybody make a difference. Make every employee feel needed, wanted, valued, and 
that their efforts contribute to the success of the company. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


