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The Silent Killers of Strategy
Implementation and Learning

Michael Beer = Russell A. Eisenstat

Doctors call hugh cholesterol a “silent
killer™ because it blocks arteries with no
outward symptoms. Companies, too,
have silent Killers working below the sur-
face — mutually reinforcing barriers that
block strategy implementation and organi-
zational learning. The silent killers can be
overcome, but first leaders must engage
people throughout their organizations in
an honest conversation about the barriers
and their underlying causes.

Companies have long known that, to be
competitive, they must develop a good
strategy and then appropriately realign
structure, systems, leadership behavior,
human resource policies, culture, values
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Six silent killers

of strategy
implementation
exist in most
companies, but
too many managers
avoid confronting
them. Leaders
need to face these
killers if they and
tbeir organizations
are to learn and

succeed.

and management processes.! Easier said
than done Between the ideal of strategic
alignment and the reality of implementa-
tion lie many difficulties

For one thing, senior managers get lulled
into believing that a well-conceived
strategy communicated to the organization
equals implementation. For another. they
approach change in a narrow, nonsys-
temic and programmatic manner that does
not address root causes.

We began our research on strategy imple-
mentation when CEO Ray Gilmartin and
chief strategy officer Ralph Biggadike of
Becton Dickinson recognized that perfect-
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ly sound strategies were not easily implemented.”
Nowhere was the challenge more evident than in
their global strategy. As is often the case, good inten-
tions embodied in a new structure were not sufficient
to change behavior." Teams created to enact strategies
across several geographic regions couldn’t seem to
coordinate their research and development, manufac-
turing and marketing. A worldwide educational
program created to demonstrate how the global orga-
nization should work failed to overcome barriers

At the business-unit level, too, the lack of cross-
functional systems blocked strategy implementation.
Like other companies we know, Becton Dickinson
bought in to the structures consultants recommended,
but a gap appeared between knowing what to do
and actually doing it.*

For a decade, we have conducted research focused on
understanding the root causes of the difficulties that
Becton Dickinson and others encounter when respond-
ing to shifts in competitive strategy. Using an inquiry
and action-learning method we call “Organizational
Fitness Profiling (OFP),” we enlist a team of senior
managers to serve as our co-investigators. The process
provides a window for understanding deeply rooted
barriers that are common to an array of companies.
(See “Organizational Fitness Profiling.”)"

The method starts with the top team of the business
unit or corporation defining its strategy. Team members
then commission a task force of eight lower-level
managers to collect data about perceived strengths as
well as barriers to implementing the strategy. After
the task force completes training, it interviews 100

people two or three levels below the top team — and
some internal or external customers. In a three-day
meeting, the managers and the researchers receive
feedback from the task force, diagnose the root
causes of the problems and idenufy and develop a

plan to change the organization.

Of the profiles we conducted in 12 companies (con-
sisting of more than 150 different units), we examined
12 profiles in depth from 4 companies — 10 for busi-
ness units and 2 for corporate entities. We facilitated
each process from beginning to end and thus were
able to obtain a deep understanding of the underly-
ing organizational challenges the businesses faced.

Obvious Strengths, Hidden Barriers
What were the strengths in the companies in our
sample? Feedback to the top team nearly always
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included, “We have great people.” Also, in many
organizations. a function such as R&DD or manufactur-
ing was perceived as a strength.

Organizational Fitness Profiling

A Way To Unearth the Root Causes of Strategy Blockers
Step by Step

Organizational Fitness Profiling (OFP} 1s both an intervention method and
a research approach [t unfolds over a series of meetings intended to
promote an open and fact-based dialogue within the senior management
team of an organizational unit, as well as between the top team and
lower organizational levels The process involves five steps

1. Create a statement about direction. The senior management team
develops a concise statement of strategic and organizational direction
that articulates the links among the competitive environment, performance
goals, business strategy and needed organizational and cultural changes
The statement will be used to communicate the strategy to the broader
organization and to explain the logic behind it — and as a stimulus to
collecting organizational information on barriers to implementation

2. Collect data on barriers and strengths. A task force composed of
a cross-section of well-regarded managers, one or two levels below the
top team, Is appointed to conduct open-ended interviews inside and out-
side the organization about specific management practices and organiza-
tional arrangements that help or hinder the implementation of strategy
The task force selects the sample of individuals interviewed The outside
researchers conduct interviews with members of top management about
their own views of barriers to strategy implementation and about their
effectiveness as a team The task force meets together to analyze the
information collected from the interviews and identifies major themes

3. Develop an integrated plan for change. In an intensive, three-day
feedback and planning meeting, the top team recewves a thorough and
candid account from the task force on how the organization 1s function-
ing Then, using a comprehensive analytic framework, the top team ana-
lyzes the underlying causes of the barriers to implementation and devel-
ops a broad vision for redesigning the organization The team typically
refines 1ts own role, responsibilities, meetings and decision-making
process Senior managers also develop an implementation plan which
integrates previous inthiatives and adds supplements, If necessary Work
focuses on projects that directly improve business performance and that
develop broader organizational capabilities, such as improved coordina-
tion, managerial competence and employee commitment Projects are
typically conducted by cross-functional teams and are periodically
reviewed by the senior management team

4, Refine the plan. The top team reviews and refines the proposed plan
with the employee task force The meeting serves as a reality check on
the adequacy of the senior management team’s plan It also furthers the
development of a cross-level partnership for better managing strategy
implementation and learning

5. Implement the plan. Members of the task force are often asked to
play leadership rales in implementing the plan The overall process 1s
championed as well as periodically reviewed by the senior team as a
whole, and the task-force data-collection process s repeated, typically
every year or two
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What were the barriers? The six silent killers listed
below were most often mentioned, although struc-
ture, systems, manage nent processes and human
resource policies were sometimes identified.”

s Top-down or laissez-faire senior management style
(9 of 12 cases)

e Unclear strategy and conflicting priorities (9 of 12
cases)

e An ineffective senio management team (12 of 12
cases)

* Poor vertical communication (10 of 12 cases)

e Poor coordination across functions, businesses or
borders (9 of 12 cases)

* Tnadequate down-the-line leadership skills and
development (8 of 12 cases)

Employees saw the overall problem rooted in funda-
mental management issues of leadership, teamwork
and strategic direction not i the commitment of
people or their functional competence. Successful
implementation needs more than a leader, it requires
teamwork from a leadership group that, through dia-
logue and collaboration, stays connected to the
knowledge embedded in lower levels” The six barri-
ers are silent killers because they are rarely publicly
acknowledged or explicitly addressed. In fact, the
core barnier, called “poor vertical communication,”
not only hinders strategy implementation, it also pre-
vents discussion of the barriers themselves. The case
of Santa Rosa Systems Division (SRSD), formerly of
Hewlett Packard (HP) and now part of Agilent
Technologies, illustrates the silent killers at work.”

SRSD was formed i 1992 from 14 product lines that
came from five different divisions in HP's test-and-
measurement organtzation. Its charter was to estab-
lish, in new and emerging markets, a heachhead for
complex electronic systems capable of measuring and
testing high frequencies emitted by equipment
employed in communications, semiconductor manu-
facturing, acrospace and defense.

HP had competed successfully in the general-purpose
mstrument business, but customizing systems was a

new enterprise. By 1994, general manager Scott Wright
and his staff were experiencing difficulties implement-
ing the strategy. Growth and profits lagged projections,
and morale among employees was at an all-time low.

The performance gaps at SRSD were due, not just to
a difficult competitive environment, but also to choic-
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es that Wright and the other leaders made about how
they organized and managed SRSD, including how
they operated as a team. They and others in the orga-
nization brought with them a no-longer-valid set of
assumptions, values and skills formed in HP’s tradi-
tional business That business was built around stan-
dardized products — differenuated from competitors’
by technical excellence. developed over a long cycle
and sold to engineers, In contrast, success at SRSD
involved speed, expensive integrated systems and
customers who were often not engineers. The former
HP managers were accustomed to the R&D function
being the most powerful — with marketing, manufac-
turing and interfunctional cooperation of minor
importance In contrast, success at SRSD demanded
nterfunctional coordination and a greater voice for
marketing and the manufacturing engineers who
tailored systems to individual customers. An order no
longer meant shipping a box. Cross-functional team-
work was required to customize and install systems
on customers’ sites.

Adding to the challenge was a strategic and resource-
allocation trade-off unique to the systems business:
whether to focus on building revenues through one-
shot custom systems or to focus on developing stan-
dard systems platforms. The R&D function, headed
by John Vink. had responsibility for long-term sys-
tems-platform development. It was up to the custom-
systems group, located in Sam Scott's manufacturing
group, to respond to current and highly variable cus-
tomer requests for tatdored systems  Custom-systems
engineers, who managed to create a vibrant custom-
systems business mn just two years, also were expect-
ed to support long-term R&D: R&D engineers were
needed to support the custom-systens business.
Thercin “lay the rub ™

A cold war developed between the two groups.
Competition for resources also appeared from the
marketing function Wright and his top team set up
three cross-functional teams to coordinate product
and strategy development in three distinet product
lines, but R&D section managers were assigned to
run all three teams Custom-systems engineers
skipped meetings, complaining that no one paid
attention to their business. Meanwhile R&D protested
the custom-systems group’s unwillingness to help
develop new platforms And the marketing group
saw ils resources dwindling in the struggle to serve
both short- and long-term strategies. The approach
that Wright and his team adopted to manage SRSD
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did not fit the competitive task at hand. The mismatch
resulted in an organization plagued by the silent killers.

The Silent Killers

Silent killer one: top-down or laissez-fairve senior man-
agement style Aspects of Wright's leadership style
exacerbated the tensions at SRSD. The aspects includ-
ed a discomfort with conflict, frequent absences to
manage an acquisition and use of the top team for
administrative matters rather than focused strategic
discussions. In addition, as one SRSD manager
explained, “Scott is a very perceptive and intelligent
manager. But he is also very opinionated. Whenever
we sit down to discuss strategic issues, I have this
nagging feeling that Scott’s decision concerning that
matter has already been prewired. Chances are that
he has already had a closed-door meeting with one
of the other functional managers to make the deci-
sion.” Development of the necessary coordmation to
implement SRSD's strategy suffered; so did develop-
ment of lower-level managers.

Employees suspected that the top team
preferred to avoid potentially threatening

and embarrassing issues.

Silent killers two and five. conflicting priorities and
the resulting poor coordination. Those barriers went
hand in hand. As one employee explained. “We have
two competing strategies that are battling each other
for the same resources. The resulting factions around

these two strategies are tearing this organization apart.”

Silent killer three: ineffective senior management
team. According to another manager, “The members
of the top team operate within their own silos They
are like a group of fiefdoms that refuse to cooperate
effectively for fear that they will lose power.”

Silent killer four: poor vertical commurnication. As
individuals, employees recognized the problems, but
they feared the senior managers were not open to
candid discussion. Employees suspected that the top
team preferred to avoid potentially threatening and
embarrassing issues and that people at lower levels
would do better keeping their observations to them-
selves. Cynicism grew.
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Slent killer six: inadequate down-the-line leadership
skills and development. Lower-level managers were
not developing skills through newly created opportu-
nities to lead change, nor were they supported
through leadership coaching or training. The situation
cried out for open engagement with root causes.

How the Six Barriers Interact To Block
Strategy Implementation and Learning

Individually, the six barriers are troubling. Taken
together, they create a vicious circle from which it is
difficult to escape. To explain their interaction, we
group them into three categories: quality of direction,
quality of learning and quality of implementation.
(See "How the Six Strategy Killers Interact.™)

Quality of Direction

An ineffective top team, top-down or laissez-faire
sentor-management approach and unclear strategy
are all related. The CEOs and general managers we
observed often bypassed members of their senior
team, gettung information from and giving orders to
those at lower levels — a surefire way to keep the
leadership group from becoming an effecuive team.
Lawssez-faire managers, on the other hand, under-
mined the team’s potential by avoiding discussions
that could cause conflicts or by not holding thewr sub-
ordinates accountable for coordinated decision mak-
ing It’'s a red flag if a leader manages members of
the top team on a one-to-one basis and limits group
discussions to nonthreatening administrative matters.

How the Six Strategy Killers Interact

Three killers relate to Ine‘fective leadership at the top, two to implementation
The sixth suggests that leaders and implementers are neither talking honestly
about problems nor learning
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Many top teams hide their
differences rather than confront hard

trade-offs directly.

At SRSD. when members of the top team thought that
important decisions had been made 1 a prior one-on-
one with Wright, they were less motivated to address
difticult but strategically important issues m the
group. Wright admitted working one-on-one out of
fear that he would be unable to resolve the contlict
that might arise if decisions were put to the whole
team. That kind of pantern has been shown to reduce
trust, effective strategy reformulation and, ultimately,
business performance. particularly in uncertain and
dynamic business environments."

The lack of a clear and compelling statement of the
strategic direction deprives many top management
groups of a common rallying cry that nmght help
them coalesce as a team. Conversely, a team of man-
agers unwilling to suborchnate therr individual func-
tional interests 1o the needs of the overall business
will never be able to develop a clear statement of

priorntes

Effective busimess strategies are about making choices:
deciding what not to do is as important as discussing
what to do The functional heads dhat make up the
top management groun cach stand to gain or lose by
the choices that are made. An emphasts on decreasing
the product cost may tp the balance of power
toward manufacturing: an emphasis on innovation
will move power toward R&D. Vice presidents of
quality push for increases in product reliabibity; vice
prestdents of sales want to merease market share

A desire to help one’s own department is not always
a matter of self-interes.. At Apple Computer. for
example. Jean Louis Gasse had a sincere behet that
the company's future lay in high-end computers. Tt
was really CEO John scully's unwillingness o engage
his top team in constructive confhict that let Gasse, in
effect. block Apple from responding properly 1o its
competitive environment.'” At SRSD, manufacturing's
Sam Scott certainly cared about helping SRSD survive
But some of his assumptions needed to be chal-
lenged, and general manager Wright's aversion o
confthet meant they never were,
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Many top teams hide thewr differences rather than
confront hard trade-otfs directly. Some develop
vague statements of strategic purpose One division
we studied articulated its overall strategie objective
as “fortifving our qualiny . product cost and market
share strengths, while also transtorming the ndustry
through expanded customer knowledge and
product/service mnovaton,” How was the organiza-
tion to get direction from that” The goals are
blameless, but which one is most important — and
why?

Quality of Learning

Blocked vertcal communication has a particularly
pernicious effect on a business's ability to implement
and rehine its strategy — in short, to learn In many
of the organizations we examined. strategic-planning
documents went mnto great detail on long-term tech-
nology trends, customer buying behavior and the
competitive environment. but they failed to commu-
nicate downward a coherent story showing why the
changing world outside the organization demanded
new wiays of working together.” Employees never
heard how the strategy affected priorities nor received
any guidelines showing the relative priorties of pro-
jects How could employees decide on a day-to-day
basts which of their adtivities would be most helpful
in makig the business successtul?

Lack of strategic consensus and clarity undermines
effective upward communication, oo Employevs,
unsure of where the business is supposed to be
going, cannot help get 1t there, nor can they warn
those at higher levels when the engine 1s “skipping
the track.” A top-down management style is often the
main harrier to honest upward communication and

organizational learnmg

Apple Computer s agan tllustrative. Unud 1990,
senior managers did not seriously consider opening
up the computer archnecture, licensing the operating
system or shifting from a high-end technical strategy
1o a middle- or low-end customer-driven striategy.

All that despite the fact that Microsoft's development
of Windows wis known o be under way as carly

as 19814, and the likely impact of Windows on the
cost of computing was farly evident Apple’s ditficul-
ty Ly developmg an open dialogue One manager
recounted his own frustration: “For two and a half
years T wanted to do low-cost Macintoshes T wis
always yelled at by senor managers that this was
wrong.” Not surprisingly. a 1990 survey revealed that
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many Apple employcees saw senior managers s

unconnected to what was gomg on at lower levels!

If those charged sath implementaton cannot tell
senior managers about problems, a4 company has no
cutly warning system Only after programs fail can
correctne action be tahen Even then, most corrective
action tocuses on progrum content, not the silent
killers New goals, resources, technical programs and
staft will not solve the root problems As the viaous
arcle persists, lower levels become eynieal They
come to realize that then mahility 1o communicate
openly and directly with the {eadership team about
its role mn blocking strategy implementatuon makes it
lughly unlikely that problems will be corrected
Frustrated, they adopt a passine stance Lost s the
commutment of employees to do evervthing in ther

power to make the business i success

At quite a few of the orgamizations we studied, the new
opportunity to speak candidly to sentor managers
remvigotated emplovees  Task forees descrthed long,
cmotional mterviews, In one orgamization, task force
members were besieged by unsolicited requests to be
mterviewed. At Hewlen Packard’s SRSDL the sk
toree that Wright and fus top team appomted to col-
leet data was so energized that team members asked
for permission 1o break with thewr role as reporters
and speak lor themselves about the need tor change
Emotional releases show how much s suppressed

when the silent Kllers cannot be addressed openly

Quality of Implementation

The three silent killers associated wath senior man-
agement make 1t very ditticult to develop needed
coordination at lower levels or to develop needed
down-the-line leadership capabilties Middle man-
agers from different functions. businesses or country
orginizations cannot be expected to collaborate
ctiectvely when their leaders are pushing them in
competing directions Middle managers are not going
1o risk rejection by theit own bosses or peers At
SRSD, the tensions between Sam Scolt, to whom the
custom-systems group reported. and John Vink, head
of R&D, trickhled down unul cach group was sure the
other had the wrong priorities

Understanding the strategic direction helps resolve
ditferences of perspectine and liberates the organiza-
ton to be purposetul and tenacious Lower-level
nunagers are better able o exercise independent

judgment if they know where the busimess s going
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and why, Otherwise if an unexpected event occurs,
their only recourse 1s to follow the rules or ask the
hoss And the boss nught be as confused about the
strategy as they are I the general manager is the
only one who has the whole picture, all mzgor deci-
stons must be made at the (op. That leads o the
sixth barner, inadequate leadership development
down the line

senior managers who exerdise top-dow n management
fail to provide the opportunity tor leadership devel-
opment Yet those same managers e often surprised
to fimd @ shortage of people to run cross-functional
programs  Senior nunagers point to the paucity of
management talent and conclude that lower-level
mdnagers can t handle increased responsibility .

Another vicious crcle

[n one organizaton we know, senior managers were
about to invest resources in a management-education
and succession-planning program when they decided
1o use OFP 1o uncover why the company had had
ditficulty developimg managers mn the tirst place A task
force of upper middle managers found that the tirst
tinve silent killers were causing the sixth. According to
cmplovees, the CEO and his direct reports wete an
incffective team They operated in separate ficfdoms,
unwilling (o give up then best people to meet the
needs of other business units — even though such
developmental experiences are widely accepted as
one of the best ways for an organization to develop
future managers ' People were afraid 1o discuss barri-
crs with senior managers, who were thus prevented
trom learnimg what was hlocking management devel-
opment. Task-force feedback showed that the compa-
ny needed more than new human-resource systems
and management education: it needed to attack the
silent killers

Six Capabilities Required for Sustainable
Competitive Success

Why are the sident killers so pervasive? Probhably
hecause they represent eritical organizational stress
points where new capabilities are required to suc-
cesstully transition to higher levels of performance,

speed and responsiveness

We challenged the senjor executives dat Becton
Dickinson to deseribe the kind of organization need-
ed to succeed in today s environment of ever more
aggressine competitors and a dizzymg pace of tech-
nological change They spoke in terms ol a virtual
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company — adaptive, agile, connected with a spider
web of information, in touch with the environment
They also likened the company to a trawma umt,
excellent people who are working, planning. imnov.a
ing and making ftast decisions together. Other analo-
gies included antigens (representing outside opportu-
nities) and the human immune systen (asystem that
can respond 1 many different ways),

These mimages suggested an organization m which those

with the most relevant expertise and informaton
would be able to come together rapidly. across Tevels

and locations, 1n response Lo threats and opportuniies,

The executives pictured such individuals and groups
as having the authority and resources 1o 1ake action
As Ray Gilmurtin, now CEO of Merck. suggested o
hicrarchy of ideas replaces the hierarchy of position.™!
Companies can become fast and agile only f the six
silent killers are met head-on and transtormed into
the six core capabilitics.

A leadership style that embraces the paradox of
top-down direction and upward influence. 1h¢
general manager advocates direction but tearns from
the feedback of those down the line

Clear strategy, clear priorities. The (op team for-
mulates the strategy as a group and spends signih-

cant amounts of time discussing it with lower tevels,

An effective top team, whose members possess a
general-management orientation. [hrough con-
structive C()nﬂict, the team arrives at 2 common yotee
and creates and maintamns the organizatnonal context
needed to implement the strategy

Open vertical communication. The top team and
lower levels are engaged in an open diatogue about

the organization’s eftectiv eness

Effective coordination. Effcctive teamwork mte-
grates activities around customers, products or markets

across diverse functions, localities and businesses.

Down-the-line leadership. Mid-level managers
with the potential to develop leadership skills and
a general-management perspective are gnoen clear
accountability and authority.

To develop such capabilities. hicrarchical organiza-
tions must be managed in a nonauthontanan manner
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Managers must use ther authonts hoth o set diree
ton and to delegate authonty o dearly accountable
teams  The dual approach reques lots of open
conmnunication about dithiculues mctudimg ditticualues

traceable 1o those i authorty

SRSD struggled sath, and ulimatels suceceeded m,

mdanagig the renstion betw een the funcuonal buerarchy
that had worked <o well i HP'S traditional instiument
Dustiess and the cross funcuondl busimess teams they

created o develop and implement siategs

Woight and the senor management team had a far
more mmportant role than oversight of detals They
needed o claniy the strategy and create an organiza-
ton that would enable resouce-allocatuon decisions
to be made withim cross tuncuonal busmess teams
close o the acuon Thev not the semorn team, would
decide how much focus 1o plice on buildmg current
revenues through one ol custom systems v building
lutine tesenues through standard sy stems-plattorm
devctopment And aiven the dynamism of the systems
busmess, good vertical communicaton between the
busmess weams and SWroght s semon team would enable
the sentor team o be abreast of progress and allocate

tesoutces between busmess reams accordimgly

What Can Be Done?

We have observed thice distimet tesponses to the
stlent kiflers — avordance managenal replacement
and engagement Although cach response may prove
successful m some arcumstances, direct engagement
of the barrers has the best chance of bhuillding long-

erm competitn e capabiities

Avoidance

s not stprismg that most CFOs and then sentor
nLnagement eams avord engagement  Insecure man-
Agers are apt o view open discussion of the silent
Killers as o challenge to then authory And whatever
they are worned abow hearme. down-the-line man-
agers e wortied about telling W hat 1f the CFO acts
threatened  embarrassed o delensives Confrontation

can be scany

Using consultants s a0 popular wan to avord honest
engagement Consuboma s a mudubilthon dollar mdus-
v and growmg, and onr research suggesis that a
reason for the boom s taait collusion between con-
sultants and wop management 1o avord engagimg the

stlent kdlers
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One of our rescarch sites was a highly regarded tech-
nology company we will call “Chipco ™ The CEO
helieved that the flagging pace of Chipeo's product
development (its key to success) was the reason that
growth was beginning to plateau. Although he could
see that a “silo mentality™ was sabotaging cross-
functional teamwork — particularly between market-
ing and the powerful R&D department — he did not
address that problem directly. Instead, he called a
consulting fum.

The consultants recommended a system that would
be driven by cross-functional product-development
teams and overscen by a committee of functional
heads from R&D, manufacturing, marketing and
finance. After extensive interviews, discussions and
education, Chipco charged ahead with the plan

Two years later Chipco turned to OFP The unsurpris-
ing discovery: Everyone thought that although the
consultants’ system had the potential to speed product
development, the potential was undermined by the
functional silos. In particular, the mighty R&D function
undermined the marketing department.

Although the consultants’ system called for a cross-
functional review of all new projects for both techni-
cal and marketing viability, the review committee had
difficulty saying no to anything the powerful R&D
director supported. As a4 result, too many projects
were chasing too few resources. Moreover. market-
ing’s weakness was undermining new-product
launches.

The leaders for approved projects expressed frustra-
tion that functional heads assigned people to the team
who were "B” players or already overcommitted.
Leaders complained that team members often skipped
meetings because of functional responsibilities.

Team members (particularly from R&D), whose func-
tional heads were not ceding authority, had difficulty
committing their departments to work on projects
Team leaders had to go directly to those functional
heads.

Why did the consultants’ new product-development
system, with all its great potential, go astray? The
answer: management by avoidance. Consultant- or
statf-group-driven change efforts are successtul mamn-
ly at helping managers avoid what cannot be avoud-
ed. the silent killers of strategy implementation
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Consultants and staff groups have
numerous incentives to maintain senior

managers’ dependence on them.

Certainly, confrontation 1s scary. Chipeo’s CEO was
loath to confront the powerful R&D vice president
and the company’s deeply engrained functional
nundset. Although it 15 a normal human tendency o
shrink from confronting one’s own deficiencies, lead-
ers do so at the peril of thewr business.

Consultants and staff groups have numerous incen-
tives to maintain senior managers’ dependence on
them for change programs But in failing to address
root causes of problems, consultants and staft groups
prevent organizations and managers from learning
how to learn

Managerial Replacement

When attempts 1o bypass the silent killers tail, the
likelihood that the CEO or general manager wall be
replaced increases.” Managerial replacement can be
an cffective process for addressing the silent killers
New general managers are not directly unplicated in
the problems of the old regime and find it easier to
surface hidden issues. Ther mental models and rela-
tionships with key managers are not constrained by
the past. They can — and often do — replace other
managers and initiate a new direction

At first, the organization may be open to such change,
but without ongoing identification and discussion of
the silent killers, the honeymoon will end. The new
leader will become closely identified with the new
business direction and organizational arrangements,
which in turn will run into difficulties as the business
environment changes. Once again, employees at lower
levels will be fearful of identufying the silent kallers If
the new general manager's approach is to replace
staft rather than engage in open discussion, senior and
lower-level managers who want to speak up may
worry that they will be shown the door. As upward
communication falters, the organization's ability to
self-correct will deteriorate So although replacing the
CEO can be an effective way of addressing the silent
Killers 1n the short term, 1t will not build the embedded
organizational capabilittes that prevent the barriers
from recurring Other costs include damage to morale
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and the loss of the manager's business-specific

knowledge, experience and longstanding relationships

Engagement

Our reseurch points to engagement as the best alter-
native to avoidance and replacement of munagers I
sentor teams and fower-level staft together contront
the sident killers and build up the organizational
capabilities that are the barriers” opposites, companies

can achieve sustaindble competitive advantage.

Because the silent-kdler syndrome represents deeply
ingrained behavior, the cure necessitates large num-
bers of people acting in very different ways Anyone
who s tried to address unproductive but long-prac-
ticed behaviors amongz fanuly members or triends
knows that behavioral change does not occur in a
simple and hnear manner Progress requires all par-
ties to engage in surtacing and discussing unproduc-
tive hehaviors and to reflect and learn from thewr col-
lective efforts 1o change.” Leaders must direct a
learnig process from which they also Tearn.
Fortunately, for cach silent killer there is an action
principle that directly addresses the dystunctional
behavior and builds a corresponding organizational
strength (See “Attacking the Six Barriers to Strategy
Implementation.™)

The Principles of Effective Management
Etfective leaders of organizauonal change mntuitively
follow the necessary action principles. Unfortunately.,
there's a shortage of such people.® And even it orga-
nizations have a natural leader, they lose the capabili-
tes when the leader leaves When new barriers arise,
organtzations will not have learned how to confront
the strategy-blocking killers on theirown A disciphned

and institutionahized learning process s required.

One of the tew comprehensive organizational learn-
ing tools s General Electric s (GE)Y WorkOut process

Jack Welch used 1t to buld oiganizational capabiliies,

and he fully expects it to be self-sustaining when he
retires. OFP, with its strategic and systemic focus,

offers another good way 1o attack silent Killers,

Managers may find 1t helptul to observe how Scott
Wright used profiling 4t Hewlett Packard’s SRSD
to tackle the sixosilent killers and warn them into
capabilities.

Principle 1: Turn Top-Down or Laissez-Faire
Management Style Into Engaged Leadership

Wright and his senior team decided 1o use profiling
aftet recognizing that the strategy was not being

implemented and that morale was low The cross-

Attacking the Six Barriers to Strategy Implementation
Change starts with the leader

The Silent Killers

Principles for Engaging and Changing the Silent Killers

Top-down or laissez-faire senior
management style

With the top team and lower levels, the CEQ/general manager creates a partnership built around the
development af a compelling business direction, the creation of an enabling organizational context and
the delegation of authority to clearly accountable individuals and teams

Unclear strategy and conflicting priorities

are willing to stand behind

The top team as a group develops a statement of strategy, and priorities are developed which members

An ineffective senior management team

tested and developed

The top team, as a group, Is involved in all steps in the change process so that its effectiveness 1s

Poor vertical communication

to implementing 1t

An honest, fact-based dialogue 1s established with lower levels about the new strategy and the barniers

Poor coordination across functions,
businesses or borders

A set of business-wide initiatives and new organizational roles and responsibifities are defined that require
“the nght people to work together on the right things in the nght way" to implement the strategy

Inadequate down-the-line leadership

skills and development

Lower-level managers develop skills through newly created opportunities to lead change and to drive key
business initiatives They are supported with just-in-time coaching. training and targeted recruitment Thase

who still are not able to make the grade must be replaced
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Many managers approach strategic
change with the assumption that
employees are barriers. Our research

suggests the opposite.

functional task force they appomted reported back
on conthcts between functions and the wadespread

hehet that deasions were being made off-line

After recenang the feedback Wright moyed beyond
fus accustomed ayordance of conthiar to ditectly
engage s top team in hank discassions about the
divistion's stiategic and organizanonal problems Tle
had made a visible comnmutment 1o seeking the uns.a
mshed trath, and the tsk force gave him o rich and

comprehensive teport that was dithcult 1o ignore

"I had known that there were some serious ssues m
the diviston that needed to e addressed.” Wright said
“But when these problems were spelled out i detanl
to me and my statl by o group of emplovees. the sit-

uation 1ook on 4 whole new hight Some of the task-

force feedback directed at me and my st was pretty

hard to swallow  Frankhv, Tam not sure Twould have
taken 1t as serioushy as T did 1l those remarks had

heen coming from a group of outside consultants

Partnership with Tower Tevels was soliditied atter
Wright and s team ashed the sk toree o evaluate
the change plan the top team developed  After cau-
cusing alone, the task force returned with some can-
chid enticism Wright expertenced that feedback as the
worst diy m s FIP career But he made an impor-
tant and courageous dearsion, he ashed sk totee
members to participate woith sentor team members
developmg and evaluatmg alternatives, The result
wias an improved change plan that had the commut-

ment of both the top ream and the task foree.

Many managers approach strategie change with the
assumption that employees are barners Our resedich
suggests the opposite when properly mvolved, they

hecome true partners
Principle 2: Turn Unclear Strategy and Conflicting
Priorities Into a Clear and Compelling Business Direction

To Linch change at SRSD. Woght and his top team

met ott-site to discuss then own understanding of the
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strategy and to agree on a statement they could pre-
sent Lo the organization It was then that Wright

learned that his views about the strategy — and the
business teams created 1o enact it — were not shared.

The top team had avoided strategie issues and the
cortlict inherent in them, so it had failed to develop
dgreement on priorttes to guide resource allocation.

The members of the top team were asked to wiite
the suategy concarsely and to develop an explanation
About why 1t was mportant to achieve it. Later. when
tash-force members conducted interviews, they began
with that story  SRSD emiployees said it was the first
ume they had been told about the strategy:; many dis-
agreed with aspedts of it Their feedback was vital in

helpig the top team clarify and refine the strategy.

Principle 3: Turn an Ineffective Senior Management
Team Into an Effective One

With Wright and his senior team involved in every
step of the change — including strategy develop-
ment, otgantzational diagnosis, action planning. com-
municiting the change and monitoring it — they had

to work together,

They also underwent interviews with the authors.
Our (eedback, added to that of the task force, led
to deep, searching team discussions of Wright's
decision-making style, his aversion to contlict and his
tolerance of the cold war between R&D and manu-
[actunng custom systems. At a critical moment, Sam
scott, the head of manufacturing, admitted: “T didn't
know the problems [ was causing.” The sincerity of
his tone started everyone, and the trust needed for
an open dialogue was created The senior managers
ended up completely redesigning the way they
would work together

Nevertheless, change takes time. As one task force
member observed two years after the profile, “Our top
team has taken some big strides in becoming more
clicctive Scott [Wright] looks to be taking more control
ol the reins and becoming the kind of leader the divi-
stion needs He and his staff will sit down as a group
now and tulk strategy, where before they would have
only wlked about administrative detail. But they are
stll not where they want to be as a team. They sfill
seem to be having a tough time getting together and
really coming to agreement over some tough and
pressing issues [ think people in SRSD wanted an
overnight change mn the top teanm’s behavior. But,

realisucally, most good teams are not made in a day.”
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There are no quick fixes. OFP is often a painful
process, but after managers reveal the sivsilent kallers,

most are deternuned to ke action

Principle 4: Turn Poor Vertical Communication Into an
Open Fact-Based Dialogue

Task force members at SRSD were energized by their
charge to find the “unvarnished nuth ™ When top-
team members retramed from defensiveness or retn-
bution, trust and commitment rey ned throughout the

organtzaton

As one member of the top team member recalls, “The
task toree feedback really served several maportant
roles Not only did 1t function as a powertul ool to
communicate ditticult issues, but 1t also showed that
the top team cared about what the employ ees
thought and that we could not insutute a change
process without asking for thew input. Also. T helieve,
by ashmg tor their unvarnished” opinions, the
cmployees realized just how serious we were about
miproving SRSD's eftectveness To scott [Whght]'s
credit, he probably ook the most amount of nsk m
mitiating a4 process hke this He acted as a hinchpin,
and without his involvement, it process like this

would have been spinning its wheels”

Truthful employee feedback relevant to strategy and
business performance can give managers the needed

push to manage change through open engagement

Principle 5: Turn Poor Coordination Into Teamwork
Through Realigning Roles, Responsibilities and
Accountabilities With Strategy

Following teedback from the tusk torce, Wnight and
his team engaged i a root-cause diagnosis. They
concluded that many of their problems had their ori-
gins in the mismatch between HP's traditional approach
to organizmng and managing its mstrument businesses
and the demands of their current business Over a
two-day petiod Wright and his team redesigned therr
organization They close to shitt from tunctional silos
overlatd with weak teams to a structure featuring
strong cross-functional busmess teams accountable
for protitabidity . The new matriy structure was quite
alien to HP's vadior of organizing businesses mto
autonomous divisions, but SRSD needed an organmiza-
ton that Bt s strategy

One year Later. a production manager commented,
W hat wus really important was that we really under-
stood what the process was trying to do — that is,
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align the difterent parts of the organizauon 1 think
that the alignment we now have after the reorgantiza-
ton s both accurate and necessary for us to become
an ceffectn e organization. In the small svstems busi-
ness that we have, there s no way of getung around
the matiy stuctwe [nthe past there was no clean
level of top-management responsibility and owner-

ship tor kev deciston making

Principle 6: Turn Inadequate Down-the-Line
Leadership Skills Into Strong Leadership With a
Generai-Management Perspective

[ncreasmgely the implementanon of strategy requires
motre nanagers at lower levels whao can lead eams
that coordimnare kes strategie mitatin es across hunc-
ttons, busmess unts or geographic borders The
process SRSD followed enhanced leadership develop-
ment The task force produced cight people who had
worked cosely with the wp team == a signihicant
management=development expenience that changed
then own perspective and the perspective ol the
sentor team about employee capabilities A member
of the top team remanked, The work that the
cmployee task torce did was extremely mpressin e
They operated much ke a protessiond consulung
frrme excepts unhike consultants, they were a4 part of
the organizavon and knew 1t mside and out 1 think
they worked so well together because they behieved

in what they were domg

With increased conhdence m lower-level managers,
senior managers became more willing 1o delegate
authoriy 1o them as members of busmess teams
Those teams, in tarn. provided additional opportuni-
tes to develop down-the-hine leadership skalls and a

general-management perspecin e

Can the Silent Killers Be Overcome?

The evidence from our research imdicates that, when
atop eam follows the six principles for overcoming
the silent kidlers, 1t has @ good chance of deyveloping
an organization capable of both strategy miplementa-
uon and learnimg Ned Barnholdt — now CEO of FIP's
spinoff Agilent Technologices and formerhy the HP
executine with oversight responsibility for SRSD —
pratsed SRSD's change ettorts They have done a ter-
rific job atter 4 yvear or so of strugghing 1o figure out
what the business was and how 1o get it going Today
I see them as one of our stat divisions Compuared 1o
other divisions, it s probably the most dramatic
improvement Now they are one of the top divisions
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in terms of growth and profitability and return on
assets, as well as customer satistaction Today SRSD
represents best prictices in a lot of areas. They have
really turned weaknesses into strengths This s not to
say they don't have issues. They need to work on
resource planning and bemg able to schedule resources
and live up to commitments. But even in that area,
they are downg better than our other divisions ™

Can all organizations overcome the silent killers? Our
research suggests not. Certamn conditions and values
must come together to motivate a manager to pro-
ducuvely engage the barriers. There must be a com-
pelling business need. The CEO must have some

farth that buillding organizational capabilities is key to
a high level of performance He or she must be will-
ing to learn and must believe in partnering with
cmployees 1t s caster for recently appointed CEOs
or general managers to confront the root causes of
hlocked strategy implementation in their new organi-
zations because they have fewer reasons to worry
that they will be personally implicated But when
general managers of longer tenure, such as Scott
Wright, summon the courage to directly confront the
silent killers, their world view as well as their leader-
ship style is likely to change  Wright gained a para-
doxical und valuable insight- being vulnerable can be
a source of strength and influence.

Additional Resources

Resources not mentioned in the footnotes but use-
ful for interested readers include the 1996 book
“Organizational Learning Il Theory, Method and
Practice,” by C Argyns and D A Schon An article
in the November-December 1990 Harvard Business
Review, “Why Change Programs Don't Produce
Change,” by M Beer, R A Eisenstat and B Spector,
describes the fallacy of programmatic change and
makes an argument for a deeper lock at barriers A
spring 1995 California Management Review article
by D Hambnich, “Fragmentation and the Other
Prablems CEQs Have with Their Top Teams,” relates
directly to our own findings K Eisenhardt, KM
Kahwajy and L J Bourgeais in “"How Management
Teams Can Have a Good Fight” in the July-August
1999 Harvard Business Review discuss problems of
top teams and what to do about them L Hirschhorn
and T Gilmare’s “The New Boundaries of the
Boundaryless Company” in the May-June 1992
Harvard Business Review addresses the deeper
1ssues that must be confronted when organizations
transform into team-based, flexible organizations
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