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The debate
Why do strategies fail?

mark allison 
Managing director 

Digital Opinion

It’s often said strategy is relatively 
easy to formulate but notoriously 
difficult to execute well. Clearly 
there are lots of reasons for that. 
One of them is a lack of employee 
engagement. Effective strategy 
execution requires employee buy-in 
and sustained commitment over 
time. For some employees it’s about 
feeling part of something big and 
worthwhile; for others it’s about 
pride and championing a cause.

These sentiments are also some 
of the key ingredients of engagement. 
When employees are not engaged:

•  They don’t feel part of a cohesive 
team united by a common, clearly 
defined goal

•  There’s no real sense of ownership 
or responsibility

•  There’s no shared belief in the goal 
and how its achievement would 
benefit the broader organisation.

In those circumstances strategies 
often fail, so it’s not surprising that 
engagement is increasingly being 
seen as a prerequisite of success and 
effective strategy execution. How 
engaged are your people?
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It’s not usually strategies that fail, 
but people. Even the best-laid plan 
will come unstuck if the right 
people aren’t in the right place at  
the right time to execute it.

Our multi-disciplined “mobile 
boardroom” of senior finance, 
marketing, sales, IT and production 
professionals has spent 25 years 
helping firms deliver elements of 
their strategic plans that fall outside 
their internal competencies or 
where the amount of work is too 
much for the management team.

A successful strategy will 
combine vision, culture, structure 
and resources. If any of these  
are missing it could create internal 
frustration, a confused management 
and dysfunctional delivery. The 
strategy needs to be supported by  
a detailed action plan with a clear 
allocation of responsibility and 
timetable for delivery.

Involve your teams and ensure 
you have the right people and 
resources in place. Otherwise, get 
help. If the plan is clear and you 
have expert support around you, 
your chances of success are 
significantly increased.
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Strategies with poor definition are 
guaranteed to fail. The underlying 
cause is a lack of understanding 
– this could be due to insufficient 
customer insight via incorrect 
interpretation of customer behaviour, 
or relying on inadequate management 
information and flawed customer 
research. An unsound strategy could 
also be caused by misinterpretation 
of market conditions, little regard to 
environmental factors or inaccurate 
assumptions about competitor activity. 
Understanding the customer base 
and the market is key in determining 
a successful business strategy.

A less obvious reason for  
strategies failing is poor strategy 
execution, which could be down  
to deficient planning or poor delivery 
management with insufficient 
progress performance tracking.  
Lack of experience or capability is 
also a key driver of failure, as well as 
poor communication. Both strong 
planning and communication  
will ensure delivery of the defined 
strategy.

Successful business strategies 
require both robust strategy definition 
and strong delivery execution.
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Rather than asking why strategy 
fails, I want to argue what makes 
strategy succeed.

The answer is brand. Much  
more than a logo, and based on truth, 
a brand is an organisational blueprint 
for growth. Brand shapes and 
maintains a healthy company culture 
that works to achieve corporate and 
strategic objectives. It’s a rallying  
cry to engage a workforce, a blueprint 
for the way everyone behaves.

Authentic brands build trust 
inside organisations. Build trust and 
you’ll build engagement. Engaged 
employees are happy to work, 
happy to stay. Engaged employees 
are receptive, they take ownership. 
They understand what needs to 
happen to make the difference.

People engage with brands 
emotionally; emotional engagement 
is four times more powerful than 
rational in driving behaviour. 
Strategy succeeds when internal 
communication is given a human, 
brand-hearted, voice. You’ll then 
have a motivated internal audience 
open to change and willing to take 
responsibility for making things 
happen. Then strategy succeeds.
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We have to look to people. After all, 
they’re responsible for putting 
strategy into practice and 
determining its success.

But it’s not about blaming people 
for poor execution. If they’re not 
enthused, engaged, inspired, and 
motivated, what more can we expect? 
Naturally, businesses look to motivate 
employees when they’re about to put 
a new strategy into practice. That’s 
too late. Instead, I believe successful 
strategy and execution is largely 
determined at the recruitment stage.

In recruitment, our initial goal is to 
match expertise with clients. But we 
don’t just provide skillsets, we provide 
people. Find the right people early, 
that can enhance your culture and be 
driven to implement strategy, and the 
rest takes care of itself.

What about the people who 
represent your customer base? What 
about the truly intelligent people? 
What about the creative ones? These 
are the candidates you miss if you 
never take the time to find them and, 
ultimately, they’re the ones who will 
make your strategy better to execute. 
Strategies fail when recruitment fails, 
and succeed when recruitment does.
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Due to the large investment involved, delivering 
physical assets “on time, on budget” is often seen 
as an end in itself. Organisations can be more 

effective by viewing their assets as enablers to overall 
performance, and factoring end-use perspective into 
upfront design.

For example, the benefits of delivering a new scientific 
research facility are only realised if scientists and 
research staff are able to deliver state-of-the-art services 
once complete. A new hospital could cost more than 
£500million to build, but if nurses, doctors and support 

staff spend 10 per cent less time travelling around  
the building, the savings and service benefits can  
be significant over the life of the asset.

Nicola Gillen, director for Strategy+, the global 
workplace consultancy at AECOM, says: “We use  
design and the physical environment as a catalyst for 
organisational development. People come to us if they 
are going through a change – for example, a merger, 
increasing creativity or simply  cutting costs.”

Assets designed to support the needs of the 

organisation, its staff and clients will enable productivity.  
Laura Doughty, AECOM’s head of global strategy  
and operations consulting, says: “We derive solutions 
through research, evidence-based methodologies, and 
listening to our clients.” In practice, this spans strategy, 
process mapping, organisational design and spatial 
concepts, through to operational readiness, change 
support, training and knowledge management.

This approach draws on different experts. Gillen  
says: “We work across our disciplines, to test thought 
leadership through design delivery.” Doughty adds:  
“We do not deal with change in the abstract, we provide 
pragmatic advice and make sure there is robust science 
behind our projects.”

Organisations want to work efficiently, and expect 
their staff to achieve this. By understanding business 
needs, and using them to influence design choices, 
organisations can have the same expectations for  
their facilities.
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When it comes to the built 
environment, thinking with 
the end in mind can make 
organisations more effective
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