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SHARPER STRATEGY 
Peak performance insights for executives and directors 

 

 

 

The problem 

In our fast-moving, complex 

and uncertain world, the 

competitive advantage and 

business models of many 

organisations are being 

undermined. Effective 

strategy development and 

execution has never been 

more important. Yet strategic 

skills remain weak in many 

organisations, and adopting 

traditional strategy practices 

carries some under-

recognised risks. This leaves 

organisations vulnerable, 

slow to adapt and 

unproductive. 

The solution 

As with all crafts, there are 

tricks of the trade and 

insights that come from 

practice. Awareness of these 

better practice methods can 

sharpen up the design and 

execution of strategy, and in 

a way that makes strategy far 

more suited to the 

contemporary operating 

context.  

The benefits 

Many of the measures to 

improve the quality and 

effectiveness of strategy 

involve better discipline and 

attention to important details 

in the way strategy is 

conceived, communicated 

and executed. It’s about 

better placed effort, not 

more effort. So, the 

additional investment is 

small, when the pay-off can 

be very substantial.  
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INTRODUCTION 

In our increasingly volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous world, organisations are 

finding their comparative advantage and distinctive capabilities are being eroded. No 

sector is alone. Service businesses, not-for-profits, utilities and public sector agencies 

are experiencing greater threats to their business models, marginal productivity 

growth, and declining engagement and trust. Effective and strategic leadership has 

never been more important, nor more challenging for executives and boards of 

directors alike.  

 

Silence fell over the room. The Board and 

senior executive team were experiencing a 

moment of collective realisation. John, the 

water utility’s chief financial officer, broke the 

silence. “Our whole approach to strategy has 

been wrong for the last decade.”  

This was the product of a morning spent in 

tense dialogue, exploring the implications of a 

new government directive requiring the utility 

to factor ‘sustainability’ concerns into their 

operating model. Barry, the CEO, argued 

“Sustainability is a fringe, green issue. It’ll pass 

with an inevitable change in government.” This 

put him at odds with Jennifer, the Chair of the 

Board. She felt that sustainability was a central 

issue of business ethics and water resource 

custodianship that could not be ignored.  

It was the exploration of historical and 

emerging drivers of change – social, 

economic, political and environmental – that 

softened and aligned everyone’s perspective. 

Directors and executives recognised that 

sustainability was both an umbrella for a suite 

of intimately linked challenges and a 

statement of aspiration for the future.  

Perhaps more importantly, this water utility’s 

leadership team realised they’d been 

operating in bubble. For too long they had 

accepted a set of false but comforting 

assumptions. They’d assumed a level of 

stability in their operating environment, 

security of their water resources, and 

consistency in their customer base. 

Courageously, the CFO exposed the root 

cause of this situation. They, the leadership 

team, had unwittingly permitted and sustained 

an inadequate approach to strategy. This had 

to change.  

Rather than escalate the tension in the room, 

John’s admission had served as a release 

valve. The mood and energy lifted as the team 

set about reinterpreting its business purpose 

and model in a wider social context.  

At the conclusion of their meeting, Sue, a non-

executive director confided “You know, this is 

the first time in 2 years of being of the Board 

that I feel a real sense of purpose and 

motivation. There’s clearly a lot of work we 

need to do, but I’m genuinely excited!” 

Of course, the directors and executives of this 

water utility are not alone. They’re weren’t 

lazy, incompetent or irresponsible. Far from it. 

They had shown great professionalism and 

pride in their work and organisation.  

Many factors had conspired to undermine 

their strategic leadership: day to day 

operational pressures, the need to be 

responsive to their primary (political) 
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stakeholders, and the perspectives and biases 

from their professional backgrounds in finance 

and engineering.  

Today, executives that are often more 

comfortable managing their operations to 

maintain stability and optimise efficiency, are 

being asked to conceive, lead or hedge 

against transformational change. This 

demands greater attention to and skill in 

strategy development and execution.  

Boards of directors are equally challenged to 

spend more time on strategy and to make a 

useful contribution to its shape and value.  

There are, of course, several good books and 

articles providing valuable contemporary 

perspectives on the process of strategy 

formulation and execution. What then is this 

purpose and additional value offered by this 

white paper?  

Purpose of this white paper 

This paper offers insights from practice 

because reading about strategy is not the 

same as doing strategy. While many of the key 

strategic questions leaders must be asking 

remain the same, there are more and less 

effective ways of answering them. This paper 

provides insights to make the existing effort 

placed into strategy far more effective.  

The insights are relevant to both senior 

executives and company directors. They’re 

drawn from first-hand experience of 

facilitating strategic dialogue and preparing 

strategies for organisations and ventures 

across multiple industry sectors.  

Furthermore, the suggestions are underpinned 

by the sciences of strategic foresight and 

human behaviour. While the connections are 

too complicated and lengthy to be usefully 

presented in this paper, interested readers are 

directed to the Recommended Reading 

section for further information.  

Finally, the suggestions in this paper should be 

read as a collective to fully appreciate their 

implications and cumulative value.  

 

 

61% 

88% of senior executives say that strategic initiatives will be essential or very 

important to their organisation’s competitiveness over the next 3 years.  

acknowledge they struggle to bridge the gap between strategy 

formulation and execution. Only a small minority say their strategy and business 

model are well aligned.  

The Economist Intelligence Unit (2013)    

75% of global CEOs are concerned to extremely concerned about the uncertainty of 

economic growth, the speed of technological change and availability of key skills. 

The critical skills that are hardest to find are: creativity and innovation, leadership, 

emotional intelligence, adaptability and problem solving.  

PwC, 20th CEO Survey (2017) 

60% of Australian business leaders rarely seek strategic advice from people 

outside their organisation. And overwhelmingly, boards of directors defer to senior 

executives on strategic decisions. This leaves organisations vulnerable to poor 

strategic insight and decision making.  

Gahan et al (2016) Study of Australian Leadership 
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STRATEGIC THINKING 

Strategic thinking is an essential pre-cursor to strategic planning, yet is often the poor 

cousin. Strategic thinking goes beyond looking at what is, to imagine what could be. 

It’s more about synthesis than analysis, and so is influenced by how people think about 

the future for themselves and others. For strategic thinking to be the necessary, strong 

foundation for strategic planning, directors and executives must be clear about their 

personal and collective relationship with strategy.   

 

An organisation’s strategic plan normally 

represents an accumulation of decisions about 

what the organisation will do. It follows that 

the organisation’s leaders have discussed and 

decided what actions are useful. What is 

deemed useful is, however, very much 

dependent on the interpretative lens being 

used and the context in which it used. Without 

a clear understanding of that lens and context, 

leaders are flying blind, vulnerable to biases, 

assumptions and blind-spots.  

What follows, therefore, are questions and 

topics that directors and executives should 

discuss to achieve transparency and 

consistency. It offers some guidance to what 

to think about and perhaps how to think.  

Ask what’s expected from strategy 

“What do we expect from strategy?” might 

seem an odd question. But ask your peers. 

You may find they struggle to answer the 

question, have highly variable answers, and 

reveal relatively low expectations.  

Low expectations are often the reflection of a 

self-fulfilling prophecy: questionable strategies 

and poor execution generate benefits beneath 

expectations, that in turn sustain low 

expectations and commitment.  

Variable responses to the question are also a 

reflection of differing levels of strategic literacy 

– why strategy is important, how it should be 

defined, and how it should be sustained, 

informed and adapted through 

implementation.  

Directors and executives should share high 

expectations for compelling strategies and 

great execution. Indeed, if this is not the case, 

it might also reveal more than a literacy issue. 

It might shine a light on your team’s 

ambitions. Is your leadership team just 

'holding the reins' or are they energetically 

driving success and growth?  

So, it turns out, discussing people’s 

expectations of strategy is a crucial 

conversation. It provides the basis for 

achieving a shared view of the role of strategy, 

what it might take to make strategy 

worthwhile, and how committed the team are 

to the task.  

Describe your business model 

Strategy is about allocation of scarce 

resources to create value. How your 

organisation creates value – for shareholders, 

members or the public – is expressed and 

delivered through your business model.  

The value levers in your business model are 

the skills, insights, capabilities, partnerships 

and business processes that enable you to 

deliver value in a unique way.  
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Strategic thinking helps determine what 

changes in value levers improve 

competitiveness, effectiveness and 

sustainability of the business model. In effect, 

strategy is about taking your current ‘as is’ 

business model to a better ‘to be’ business 

model. Tables 1 and 2 provide examples of 

business models from the water sector.  

Leadership teams must be able to articulate 

the organisation’s business model, and the 

combination of levers that are used to create 

value. Without this knowledge and ability, 

leaders risk making decisions that adversely 

affect the business model, are marginally 

beneficial, or are in conflict. Strategic dialogue 

will be built on weak foundations.  

Can you succinctly and completely describe 

your organisation's business model?  

Recognise a strategy contains layers 

of linked choices 

Shaping and re-shaping each aspect of an 

organisation’s business model requires careful 

consideration of linked questions:  

– How will we raise and allocate capital?  

– In what regions and sectors will we 

operate? 

– What will we do to succeed in those 

sectors? 

– What do we do that offers a unique, 

valuable response to unmet needs? 

– How will we secure and maintain the 

necessary human capital? 

– What will we achieve through suppliers? 

– What business systems will enable efficient 

operation?  

Not only are there important strategic choices 

to make in response to these and other key 

questions, but the choices made should be 

self-reinforcing. Choices about what to do, 

and what not to do (or to stop), should all 

contribute to building a distinct, effective and 

sustainable business model. 

Communicate your choices 

When strategy is communicated, the focus 

should also be placed on these choices. The 

temptation to talk about all the business as 

usual activities for the sake of “being inclusive” 

confuses and diminishes the strategic focus 

and clarity of emphasis on the choices that 

matter.  

Engage fresh minds to create fresh 

opportunities 

It’s abundantly clear that many executives are 

often best skilled and suited to managing their 

existing business rather than leading change. 

The consequence is that executives can favour 

incremental improvements and protection of 

their existing operations, rather than 

promoting transformational change.  

If you’re seeking new business models and 

high growth opportunities – that may in 

practice divert discretionary resources from 

existing operations – you will need to engage 

a team with the required insight and 

motivation. It might involve taking an 

experienced executive out of her existing 

operation to lead the new team. And team 

members will need a mix of skills, including an 

entrepreneurial disposition and insight to 

customers’ unmet needs. Optimising today 

and creating tomorrow are distinctly different 

disciplines.  

Understand what innovation takes 

Innovation is easier and harder than people 

realise. Generating ideas is relatively easy. 

Generating great ideas takes a little more 

work. Getting the ideas applied – which is what 

innovation is about – can be much harder and 

demands more persistence.  

Great ideas can emerge from moments of 

pure inspiration and imagination. But they can 

also emerge more consistently through 

disciplined inquiry – asking powerful questions  
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Table 1. Business model of a conventional water utility (‘as is’) 

Key partners 

 Government 

environment agency 

 Essential Services 

Commission 

 EPA 

 Local Councils 

 Construction 

contractors 

 

Key activities 

 Water treatment and 

distribution 

 Sewage management 

and disposal 

 Trade waste disposal 

  

 

 

Value propositions 

 Reliable, high quality 

potable water supply 

 Out of sight, odour-

free sewerage 

 Low environmental 

impact 

 Reliable income 

stream to 

government  

 

 

Customer relations 

 Customer service 

interactions 

 On-the-ground 

workforce and 

community 

interaction 

 Community 

engagement and 

education  

Customer segments 

 Residential 

 Industrial 

 Institutional 

 Agricultural 

 Property developers 

 

 

Key resources 

 Controlled water 

catchments, storages 

 Water quality 

research centre 

 Educated, skilled 

workforce 

Customer channels 

 Billing processes 

 Media advertising 

 Call centres 

 Industry forums 

 Major project 

consultations  

Cost structure 

 Electricity 

 Plant operation inputs (chemicals) 

 New assets, plant and equipment 

 Labour 

Revenue streams 

 Asset access charges 

 Water sales revenue 

 Wastewater and trade waste disposal revenue 

 Cost-reduction programs 

 

Table 2. Business model of a financially, socially and technologically progressive water utility (‘to be’) 

Key partners 

 Technology providers 

 Cooperative research 

centres 

 Power, gas utilities 

 Local Councils 

 EPA 

 Dept of Health 

 Essential Services 

Commission 

 

Key activities 

 Water conditioning 

and distribution 

 Sewage minimisation 

and reuse 

 Trade waste 

avoidance 

 

 

 

Value propositions 

 Reliable, fit for 

purpose water 

products and prices  

 Single multi-utility 

customer and billing 

interface 

 Enabling customers 

to achieve maximum 

return on water  

 Exportable water 

technologies 

 Financial self 

sufficiency 

 

 

Customer relations 

 Customer service 

interactions 

 Consultancy / 

advisory services 

 Online data-driven 

information feeds 

Customer segments 

 Residential 

 Industrial 

 Institutional 

 Agricultural 

 Property developers 

 Other utilities 

 International water 

services customers 

 

 
Key resources 

 Controlled water 

catchments 

 Integrated multi-

source water system 

 Biosolids and waste 

to energy technology 

 Diverse, networked 

workforce 

Customer channels 

 Real-time app-based 

customer interface  

 Self-service portal 

 Utility-district co-

management forum 

 Field service teams 

 Shopping centre 

information hubs 

Cost structure 

 Electricity 

 Plant operation inputs (chemicals) 

 New assets, plant and equipment 

 Labour 

Revenue streams 

 Product fees (usage and price structured) 

 Advisory service income 

 Technology sale and franchising income 

 

Source: Developed by Innergise from current business plans of Australian water utilities and the business model canvas of Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010).  
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to gain more useful insights to the unmet 

needs of customers, to get to the root cause 

of persistent problems, or to tap into the 

latent ideas, skills and energy of your staff and 

suppliers to improve business efficiency.  

Translating those ideas into products and 

services that people want, and can buy, takes 

elbow grease. It’s where prototyping comes in 

– developing an initial or ‘minimum viable 

product’ to test its appeal with customers. 

Questions must also be asked about what it 

would take for a customer to buy the product 

or service, because it might require the 

engagement and approval of more than one 

person. All these things need to be factored 

into the strategic design and execution 

process.  

Failures can and will occur. Leaders must be 

prepared to accept this, making sure learning 

rather than scolding occurs. There are, of 

course, ways to reduce the net risks to the 

organisation. Having a portfolio of innovations 

with a range of risk-reward profiles is a 

smarter approach than have one or two ‘big 

bet’ innovations. Either way, leaders need to 

genuinely ask themselves “Are we genuinely 

prepared to do what’s required to innovate?” 

Dive into technology trends to spot 

opportunities  

Strategic thinking must be fed with insights 

about how the organisation’s operating 

environment is changing. This includes the 

economic, social, environmental, political and 

technological factors. While it’s generally 

appreciated that modern technologies, and 

particularly digital technologies, have the 

potential to disrupt existing business models, 

many leadership teams often have a shallow 

appreciation of how and why. To lead 

effectively and responsibly, directors and 

executives need a solid appreciation of digital 

technologies and how they can play out. This 

means thinking beyond the initial effects of an 

individual technology development to explore 

the flow-on and cumulative consequences, 

opportunities and risks. Technologies can not 

only improve business efficiency, they can 

radically change business models.  

Consider where to be tight and  

where to be loose 

In today’s fast-paced, complex operating 

environment, organisations that operate 

according with layers of rules and processes 

can lack the required mindfulness and agility. 

While simple and even complicated problems 

(like improving a business process or selecting 

and installing new plant) can be tackled in a 

mechanical, rule-based way, more complex 

challenges like new public policy or major 

project development cannot. Indeed, the 

persistence of business problems is usually a 

good sign that complex problems are being 

treated like simple problems.  

Managers need to be attuned to this reality, 

particularly in large organisations where rules 

can dull thinking, engagement and 

competitiveness. Responding to complexity 

with yet more rules, processes and reports can 

be counter-productive. Careful choices need 

to be made about where to impose tight 

controls and where they should be loosened.  

Being tight on purpose, values, outcomes and 

personal accountability can be a powerful 

place to start, while remaining loose or flexible 

on how those outcomes are achieved, 

enabling better individual ownership, 

engagement, innovation and learning.  

Build shared stories via dialogue 

Business leaders can expect pages of data on 

markets, customers, pricing regimes and 

government policies to inform their strategic 

thinking, which analysts deliver. While useful, 

it’s important to appreciate that the return on 

the analytical effort is often low, particularly if 
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it’s once-off analysis provided as pre-reading 

for an annual strategy retreat. 

Without the time and dialogue to properly 

assimilate and make sense of the data, people 

will revert to their existing ‘stories’ or mental 

models that describe how their markets and 

organisation operate.  

Furthermore, historical data is an increasingly 

unreliable indicator or predictor of future 

events. So, unquestioning acceptance of the 

data may be as dangerous as use of no data.  

Leadership teams may gain greater, sustained 

benefit by engaging in dialogue that joins 

their knowledge together, makes sense of 

their emerging operating environment, and 

builds shared stories that engender cohesive 

action.  

Ideally, directors and executives should co-

create and jointly own the narrative about 

where the organisation has come from and 

where it’s going. The aim is to acknowledge, 

tap into and leverage independent thought, 

not to diminish it. From this dialogue, critical 

questions can also be extracted to provide the 

focal point for more productive data gathering 

and analysis that informs action.  
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STRATEGIC DIRECTION 

The annual strategic planning retreat is an outmoded approach to developing strategy. 

Equally, being wedded to conventional ideas of a strategic plan carries risks. While 

organisations must be clear about where to play, how to succeed, and what is required 

to enable that success, the uncertainties in those aspirations must be acknowledged. 

To have and provide a strategic direction may be more useful and realistic than the 

mechanistic preparation and implementation of a strategic plan.  

 

Being less rigid in the definition of actions that 

comprise a strategy does not mean its 

guidance is less strong or definitive.  

Define a bold strategy 

Implementing strategy involves change, and 

change takes time. Thus, a meaningful 

strategy describes and targets outcomes at a 

future point in time.  

The outcomes to pursue should involve 

considerable stretch beyond current 

performance levels. Beyond the obvious 

benefits that would come with achievement of 

those outcomes, the ambition sharpens the 

focus and critical thinking required when 

making the necessary strategic choices.  

During the execution phase, stretch goals 

maintain a constructive tension and inspire 

innovation, which is the source of improved 

productivity and growth. 

With these bold outcomes in mind, tactics can 

be determined working backwards from the 

future. Doing so offers a more realistic 

perspective of what it will take to implement 

and provides a path that suits the 

organisation, while helping to avert the risks 

that come with complacency or inaction.  

Document a direction, not a plan  

Fixed plans quickly become obsolete, and can 

appear embarrassingly naïve, in the complex, 

dynamic operating environment that exists 

today. Furthermore, most strategic choices 

and manoeuvres involve levels of uncertainty. 

Business activities and investments are, in 

reality, founded on hypotheses. Thus, it can be 

more honest and effective to convey, say, a 3-

year strategic direction than a 3-year strategic 

plan.  

Accepting the inherent uncertainty, a strategic 

direction is comprised of (a portfolio) of 

prototypes – ideas about how success can be 

achieved, that are intentionally tested, refined 

and pivoted upon through the execution 

process. Ideally this portfolio includes a small 

number of strategic ‘moonshots’ that 

challenge and inspire the organisation to be 

its best.  

In this way, leaders can explicitly and usefully 

convey the real uncertainty that is involved in 

strategy, inviting people to test, learn and 

continuously improve their performance.   

Make the choices that matter 

There is rarely a shortage of ideas about how 

to improve a business. Managers can generate 

extensive lists of tweaks and adjustments that 

will continue to optimise the existing business. 
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But, of course, the resources never exist to do 

everything.  

A hard-nosed, disciplined approach is required 

to determine what strategic choices will make 

the greatest positive difference to the 

organisation. What choices make the greatest 

contribution to improving customer 

experience, expanding the customer base, 

raising revenue, reducing costs and reducing 

risk?  

A similar discipline should apply in 

determining what to stop doing, to free up the 

money, time and management effort to do the 

things that matter.  

Make your words work hard  

Strategic plans and their associated 

communication documents can be full of 

vague motherhood statements. The 

consequences are many: 

– A leader’s credibility is undermined when 

people feel he can’t set a clear direction.  

– Vague measures of progress and success 

diminish effective accountability.  

– Sweeping statements permit unaligned 

and suboptimal implementation tactics. 

– Mediocrity and inefficiency is tolerated.   

It’s useful to reflect upon why such vague 

statements would be generated and tolerated. 

Put bluntly, vague statements in strategic 

plans are a powerful and telling sign of a lack 

of strategic competence and leadership 

courage. Don’t accept them.  

Instead, craft each strategic statement to be as 

clear and specific a guide to action as possible. 

Build on your strengths  

It’s true, change brings opportunity. But not all 

opportunities are equal. Too often people 

become captivated by opportunities without 

determining which are good matches with the 

organisation’s distinctive strengths.  

Implementation of strategy, and thus success, 

is easier and more likely when it emerges from 

things that the organisation already does well. 

It’s also far more resource efficient. Just as a 

personal coach would encourage a person to 

play to their strengths and team with other 

people to compensate for their weaknesses, 

the same is true for organisations. 

Develop an inventory of what you really do 

well, benchmarked against competitors and 

alternative suppliers on the basis of capability 

and cost. Seek evidence in preference to 

believing self-talk. Then find ways to leverage 

those strengths.  

Design your way to success 

Tactics to implement strategic choices should 

be more than a combination of good ideas or 

“what we always do in this situation”.  

Instead, they should be a thoughtful 

combination of two key elements: (a) program 

logic, and (b) deliberate design.  

A ‘program logic’ describes what a project or 

initiative will do and how it will do it. In other 

words, it represents a project’s theory of 

change. This theory always exists, but is most 

often hidden in people’s minds. Getting it out 

on the table allows people to interrogate and 

enhance that theory, and to modify it through 

the experience of implementation. It brings 

rigour to the prototyping process. 

Deliberate design involves creating the 

conditions in which success becomes possible 

rather than leaving them to chance. It’s about 

creating and pulling the levers of change in 

the sequence and combination that is most 

effective. Invariably this means making success 

humanly possible, not just technically possible.  
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Embrace digital technology where it 

creates distinct advantages  

There’s much talk about the enormous 

potential and disruptive power of digital 

technologies. Undoubtedly this is true. We can 

already see the pervasive effects of mobile 

computing and the internet. Available 

technologies like cloud computing and big 

data analytics, coupled with emerging 

technologies including 3D printing, 

augmented reality and cognitive computing, 

have transformative potential which is still 

beyond the imagination of many people.  

All the talk and hype surrounding digital 

technology can, however, create crippling 

uncertainty and distraction. New technology 

doesn’t necessarily mean better technology, 

more appropriate technology, or better 

business outcomes.  

Work out what you want to achieve first – your 

target outcomes – then examine whether 

digital technologies can deliver that result with 

substantially greater value to customers and 

stakeholders than conventional means.  

Note that your target outcomes can be 

defined at each of the inter-related layers of 

strategy. Digital technologies could help you 

achieve wider market access or penetration, 

improve customer journeys, to collaborate 

more effectively with partners and suppliers, 

or improve the efficiency of back-office 

operations. Digital technologies can enhance 

your business model in big and small ways.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Strategy, not technology, drives digital transformation.  

Only 15% of companies say their organisations have  

a clear and coherent strategy that embraces digital 

transformation opportunities. 

MIT Sloan (2015) Digital business global executive study 
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STRATEGIC EXECUTION 

When leaders make strategic choices, and set a strategic direction, major allocations of 

financial and human resources are effectively determined. However, the capital is not 

yet spent. Resources are consumed in operations when strategy is implemented. How 

that human and financial capital is actually spent determines what strategy is actually 

implemented. Haphazard, unaligned and inefficient resource allocation means that an 

organisation’s real strategy – that is, the one that becomes real and visible through 

operations – can be markedly different from the intended and espoused strategy.   

 

Drive coherence in execution 

What’s required to implement a set of strategic 

choices shouldn’t be left to chance. The changes 

and improvements that are required throughout 

an organisation and its supply chain should be 

identified and documented. A strategy map (see 

Table 3) is a very effective and simple way of 

prompting the discussion and documenting 

choices. 

Some people may view this as a mechanism to 

achieve alignment of people, functions and 

resources. Adopting a linear, hierarchical view of 

the world might lead to the conclusion that 

each lower layer (and hence function) in the 

strategy map is sub-ordinate to the higher layer. 

However, linear thinking, planning and 

execution in a complex, dynamic business 

environment is folly. The management objective 

is, instead, should be to achieve coherence of 

decisions and action. That is, all decisions and 

actions are overtly pulling in the same direction 

while being sensible in context.  

To achieve and sustain coherence, business 

leaders must actively encourage the flow of 

information up, down and across the 

organisation and its boundaries (with customers 

and suppliers) to enable informed, adaptive 

decision making.   

Kill several birds with one stone 

When fully articulated, strategic plans typically 

contain a raft of actions. These actions cascade 

down from the higher-level choices and 

objectives, and are allocated to different 

executives to oversee their implementation. 

Everyone has another task on their ‘to do’ list. 

An often-ignored opportunity exists to 

streamline and magnify the effectiveness of 

these actions. To trigger this opportunity, a 

question should be asked:  

“Which two or more actions could be 

implemented as one?”  

This is not about aggregation of actions into 

some programmatic form; it’s about pursuing 

elegant simplicity, discerning how actions can 

be fused to create fewer, more powerful actions. 

Tailor metrics to drive action 

Business performance measures get far too little 

attention in the strategy development and 

implementation process. Defining performance 

measures and KPIs is often relegated as a task 

to a person writing up the strategic plan. People 

draw upon existing, standard measures for 

which data exists. Often these are critical yet 

lagging measures of business hygiene and 
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Table 3. Example of a strategy map. The map describes the linked, reinforcing choices supporting the transition from the 

“as is” business model (Table 1) to the “to be” business model (Table 2).  

 

 

Financial 

perspective 

Productivity strategy Growth strategy 

 Base fees on new water 

products and level of 

usage 

 Integrate water systems 

to produce new 

products and cut costs 

of waste 

 Develop water-product 

technologies for sale, 

franchising and advisory 

service 

 Provide customer 

interface services to 

multiple utilities 

Indicator: 3-yr rolling average profitability by water product 

 

Customer 

perspective 

 Offer a range of fit for 

purpose water products  

 Usage based pricing 

 Secure supply through 

multiple water sources  

 Support customers to 

maximise ‘return on 

water’ (RoW) 

 Single interface to key 

utilities 

 Self-service, online 

customer portal 

 Environmentally 

constructive water 

authority 

Indicator: Customer perception of service value 

 

Internal 

perspective 

Operations 

 Develop and condition 

new water sources to 

match product offer 

 Maximise wastewater 

reuse 

 Integrate water 

distribution networks 

 Develop routines to 

optimise operations 

across water functions 

Customer management 

 Drive superior customer 

service to build trust and 

value 

 Deploy strategy to 

support customer 

migration to products 

 Build online inter-face 

connecting key utilities 

Innovation 

 Develop new water 

product suite 

 Prepare services to help 

customers maximise 

RoW 

 Capture and sell IP in 

new water products and 

technologies 

 Embed waste-to-

resource/energy 

technology use 

 Develop multi-utility 

operations and billing 

protocols 

Regulatory and Social 

 Modernise health risk 

protection protocols 

 Engage community 

representatives in new 

product and service 

design 

 Engage regulatory 

bodies in design of 

multi-utility ‘coopetition’ 

rules 

Indicator: Level of operational readiness to deploy reliable multi-product water services 

 

Learning and 

growth 

perspective 

Human capital 

 Enhance workforce diversity and 

innovation capability 

 Improve professional 

management skills 

 Develop customer service skills in 

field crews 

Information capital 

 Develop big data management, 

analysis and insight building 

 Enhance ICT systems to enable 

real-time asset management and 

optimisation across networked 

utilities 

Organisation capital 

 Develop leadership skills for 

virtual, networked teams 

 Drive a customer-focused culture 

inside and outside (across our 

business ecosystem) 

Indicator: Level of customer satisfaction across the networked business teams 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Sharper Strategy  |  www.innergise.com.au Page 21 

performance, like profitability, asset utilisation 

and staff attrition. What’s needed is a simple, 

tight set of metrics that catalyse action and 

drive performance improvement in line with 

strategies.  

If well defined, metrics can be very powerful. 

They can sustain attention on the things that 

matter, give individuals clarify about the 

changes in behaviour and outcomes to achieve, 

and support real-time performance 

management.  They can drive action to achieve 

the business objectives rather observe under-

achievement through the rear vision mirror of 

lagging measures.  

Arguments are often mounted against new 

metrics, such as the lack of monitoring systems 

and historical data against which to benchmark 

performance. In practice, these arguments don’t 

often stand up to scrutiny. They are rarely an 

acceptable excuse for inaction. Modern data 

capture and analysis methods make monitoring, 

measurement and evaluation far cheaper and 

easier. And the return on investment more than 

compensates for the upfront effort.  

Enrol don’t cajole 

Most modern organisations don’t have the 

stability of environment, lack of competition or 

plethora of resources to enjoy the luxury of a 

stable command-and-control management 

process, receiving and following instructions 

from ‘on high’.  

As work is increasingly done through networks 

rather than through lines of command, and 

when much of the value in an organisation 

walks out the door each evening, the style of 

leadership required to maintain value creation is 

more engaged, purposeful and empathetic.  

Organisations need their people to be thinking, 

teaming and working with overall customer 

service and business improvement in mind. 

Regrettably this often isn’t the case. People 

allocate their effort and resources to meet 

short-term needs that maintain safety in relation 

to the expectations of direct managers and 

customers.  

When all these locally-defined, short-term 

actions are aggregated they rarely represent the 

efficient, focused pursuit of the organisation’s 

strategy. Remember that resource allocation 

defines what strategy is actually implemented.  

A better approach is to make it as easy as 

possible for your people to participate and 

succeed. Engage middle managers, and cross-

functional teams in particular, in determining 

how they can most effectively contribute to 

achievement of the organisation’s strategies. 

This builds understanding of the overarching 

strategy, with relevance and ownership of the 

resulting actions for which the teams can then 

reasonably be held accountable.  

Model and reward active learning 

Leaders at all levels are expected by their staff, 

citizens, the markets and media to be ‘right’, to 

have the single best solution, irrespective of 

how patently naïve and unrealistic this is.  

What’s the alternative? It’s to acknowledge that 

strategic choices and ‘solutions’, however well 

developed, contain inherent flaws and that it’s 

the organisation’s collective work to learn, adapt 

and improve.  

Mistakes and failures, while not desired, will 

occur. Denying them is unacceptable. Learning 

from them is essential. Post mortems and post 

project reviews are valuable. Pre-mortems – 

where risks and pitfalls are anticipated – are 

equally valuable. Everyone must be accountable 

for learning. No-one is beyond learning. 

Leaders should demonstrate recognition of this 

fact by implementing measures for their own 

individual and collective learning. They should 

share their actions, insights and lessons learnt to 

role model the behaviour.  
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THE PAY-OFF 

To people that have experienced the benefits of the measures introduced in this paper, 

the return on investment is obvious and sustained. The benefits of better defined 

strategy, better implemented by more engaged people are clear. But for those yet to 

reap the benefits, the question is “What’s the pay-off? How quickly can it be achieved? 

And is the personal reward worth the effort?”  

 

What’s the investment?  

The majority of actions outlined in this paper 

involve more effective use of existing allocations 

of time and resources. They encourage more 

thoughtful, deliberate and disciplined action 

within a more realistic frame of reference. Put 

simply, the upfront investment is negligible.  

What’s the reward?  

Experience demonstrates that the rewards are 

discernible and can be reasonably anticipated. 

They include a greater focus on strategic 

choices and actions that will make a material 

difference to organisational performance, 

translating into better placed effort and 

investment. Strategies that are smarter and 

better executed, underpinned by active learning 

to enable quick adjustments, reduce the risks 

and costs of failure. Latent talent and capability 

is enrolled to effectively implement strategies.  

By contrast, one can ask “What is the cost to the 

organisation of not doing these things, of 

inaction?” 

The benefits of investment in human capital to 

enhance strategic literacy and execution skills 

are, however, difficult to quantify in advance, 

unlike the value and rate of return calculations 

that can be prepared for new physical plant or 

equipment.  

What is possible to calculate is the return on 

investment that would be required to justify the 

recommended actions to improve strategic 

practice. Given that the additional investment is 

invariably at the margin, the rate and quantum 

of return to warrant these actions is also 

relatively small.  

In practice, the return on investment can be very 

substantial and sustainable.  

Rationally, the choice to invest is obvious.  

What’s the risk?  

Making changes in strategy development and 

execution isn’t without its risks. Senior leaders 

may be uncomfortable with the prospect of 

being asked questions they’re presently ill-

equipped to answer. Some deeply held, 

conventional views about how strategy is done 

and organisations are run may be challenged. A 

higher level of discipline and accountability will 

be fostered that may leave people fewer places 

to hide or ability to fudge success. And a level 

of emotional intelligence, humility in leadership 

and openness to learning may be sought that 

could feel very exposing.  

Yet aren’t these the very traits that are required 

of contemporary leadership? In essence, all 

that’s being asked is for leaders to do their jobs 

well.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR BOARDS 

In stable, regulated operating environments it may be permissible for boards to have a 

more distant relationship with strategy, maintaining an oversight role. Surely it can 

only be a handful of organisations that fall into this realm today. The boards of most 

organisations need to take a more active interest, which should support and enrich the 

success of the executive team. 

 

Boards are ultimately responsible for ensuring 

that organisations create value for their 

shareholders and stakeholders in a sustainable 

way. This necessarily requires boards to assure 

the viability of the organisation's business 

model and strategies that enhance it. This 

extends to approving implementation plans and 

large capital expenditures. Each and every 

decision validates or alters the organisation’s 

strategy, consciously or otherwise. 

How can directors assure an organisation's 

strategy with comfort and confidence, 

particularly if they are at arm’s length from its 

development? This brings into question the 

relationship between a board, the CEO and 

executive team.  

As the representative of shareholders' interests, 

the board has an oversight role, maintaining 

necessary checks and balances. Despite this, a 

healthy relationship with the CEO and executive 

team should not be an adversarial one. The 

board should mentor and support a CEO (until 

such time as it become untenable); the CEO is, 

after all, the board's only real employee. 

Furthermore, strong boards are usually 

comprised of people with diverse experience, 

perspective, knowledge and relationships that 

can and should be tremendously useful to the 

organisation. Rather than be applied in a post 

hoc, remedial way, this reservoir of insight 

should be applied proactively. It makes sense 

that this occur in one of the most fundamentally 

important activities and responsibilities – setting 

of strategy.  

As such, the Board has several important 

responsibilities and contributions to make to the 

development and execution of strategy. Two 

critical questions that the board should be 

asking about the collective leadership of the 

organisation are: 

– Does our CEO and his/her executive team 

possess the skills, experience and 

management style to lead strategically? 

– Are we, with the executive team, cultivating 

and sustaining a high-performance culture, 

underpinned by strong values and ethics? 

In relation to the organisation's business model 

and strategy, the Board should ask questions to 

stress-test the thought process: 

– What is the underlying need or demand 

driving the value of our business?  

– Who is serving customers that we regard as 

uneconomic? 

– Who is emerging as a competitor that we 

are failing to recognise? 

– If we took a ‘blank sheet’ approach to 

designing our business model, what would 

be different? 

– Have strategic alternatives been explored? 

– Are the components of our strategy 

harmonious, focusing effort without stifling 

creativity? 
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Boards also play a critical role in the oversight 

and management of risk. Indeed, managing risk 

and strategy is intertwined. So, boards are well 

served to consider questions like: 

– Is our risk appetite risky? Is it impeding 

essential innovation? 

– Do we have a portfolio of strategies and 

investments that enables sufficient growth 

and innovation within our stated risk 

appetite? 

– In our disruptive world does the risk of 

inaction exceed the risk of disrupting 

ourselves? 

– Is the pace and process of decision making 

causing us to miss opportunities?  

– What are we avoiding in order to preserve 

the status quo? 

Ultimately the Board needs to determine 

whether the organisation is really willing and 

able to implement a strategy with all the 

internal, external, cultural and jurisdictional 

considerations.  

Then, when the strategy is agreed, the Board's 

work is not over. In addition to ensuring the 

organisation allocates its resources and effort to 

remain on strategy, directors must help the 

executive team to 'hold the space' for strategy. 

Otherwise operations and the here-and-now 

will rule over strategy and tomorrow.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Is everyone playing from the same song sheet? 

Only 34% of public and private company directors  

report they have a complete understanding of organisational 

strategy. Yet, of the same group, only 22% report complete 

understanding of value drivers, 16% of industry dynamics  

and 15% of business risks. 

Source: McKinsey (2013) Improving board governance, global survey results. 
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DIAGNOSTIC 

What should you do now? A simple, no-regrets action you can take is reviewing your 

current approach to strategy. What is your response, and that of your peers in the 

executive suite or on the Board, to the following questions? How do those responses 

provide a road map to sharper strategy? 

 

Strategic thinking 
Don’t 

know 

No   Yes 

1. Has the board / executive team explicitly determined what it needs to achieve from strategy?      

2. Can all our key business leaders explain our business model?      

3. Have we engaged people from outside our operations to identify new growth opportunities?      

4. Have we made conscious, explicit choices in constructing our business strategy?      

5. When we communicate our strategy, do we emphasise our choices?      

6. Have we explored the first, second and third order implications of emerging technologies?      

7. Have we demonstrated we are genuinely prepared to innovate, accepting the risks of failure?      

8. Have we discussed where to be ‘tight’ and ‘loose’ in governing the organisation?      

9. Do all directors and executives own the same strategy story?      

Strategic direction      

10. Is our strategy sufficiently ambitious?      

11. Are we dealing constructively with the realistic uncertainties in our strategic direction?       

12. Have our strategic choices been tested transparently for their relative value to the business?      

13. Have we eliminated vague or motherhood statements from our strategy?      

14. Does our strategy play to our organisation’s strengths?      

15. Are our tactics designed around an explicit program logic?      

16. Have we explored opportunities to employ digital technologies in each layer of our strategy?      

Strategic execution      

17. Has a cross-functional strategy map been prepared?      

18. Have functional teams been engaged in defining implementation tactics?      

19. Have strategic actions been integrated and streamlined?      

20. Are performance metrics defined to drive action?      

21. Is the executive team role modelling active learning and performance improvement?      

 

Have you tended to ignore any of these questions? Why? Would your honest answer stand up to 

scrutiny amongst your peers, shareholders or citizens? 

Would your leadership team benefit from training or facilitation to support for insightful, disciplined 

strategic dialogue and action?  
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Innergise is a firm focused on fuelling progress and prosperity by helping people 

to conceive, design and deliver better programs and projects. We remove the 

impediments to superior productivity by unleashing and focusing the talents of 

your people, achieving your current goals and setting you up for enduring 

success. Monotony becomes momentum. Risks become results. 

Innergise provides proven skills in strategic thinking, complex problem 

solving, innovation and facilitation.  

We apply hands-on experience in executive leadership and change 

management, with insights drawn from our work across industry sectors and 

regions of the world, to generate a sharper focus and more realistic, integrated 

solutions that stick.   

It’s all about better placed effort – not more effort – to deliver immediate and 

lasting results. 
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