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M
uch has been written on how to get better at 
strategy execution – and much has been postu-
lated about why most organizations don’t seem 
to “get it.” In 2008, the prestigious Harvard Business 
Review reported that 60 per cent of organizations 

rated themselves poor at turning strategy into action. 
More recently, in March 2015, it revealed that this num-
ber had climbed to 75 per cent. Think about that – a full 
three-quarters of today’s organizations admit to having 
trouble executing strategic plans. It’s astounding, and 
also a bit mind-boggling. Perhaps more puzzling, it’s clear 
that strategy execution is getting worse, despite the atten-
tion paid to the topic.

Based on these revelations, you may be wondering 
just how important strategy execution has become to 

today’s business leaders. A recent survey of 400 CEOs, 
again published in the Harvard Business Review, sheds 
some important light on the subject. This group of ex-
ecutive leaders ranked “execution excellence” as its 
number one business concern today, ahead of a list of 80 
other issues – including growth, innovation and geopo-
litical instability.

So it would seem that strategy execution is more valued 
than ever before. Why then, can’t we get it right?

It’s not difficult to see where companies go wrong. With 
the greatest of intentions, they invest in “solutions.” They 
install new systems and management processes such as 
CRM, TQM, MRM, ZBB and countless others. They set out 
to build performance cultures with training, team building 
and work-style assessments. They change organizational 
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Got a Great Strategic Plan?
Here’s how to avoid belly flops
By Fred Pidsadny, Focus Management
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Part 3

Part 1 of this three-part series appeared in the Q4 2014 issue of Private Capital, and Part 2 appeared in the Q1 2015 issue.
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structures by downsizing, right-sizing and designing req-
uisite structures.

Millions of dollars and countless hours of time are often 
expended. And still organizations have a hard time turn-
ing strategy into action.

What, then, is the solution? Interestingly, the answer is 
so simple that it’s often overlooked. And amazingly, even 
when identified, most organizations don’t immediately 
address it.

In the first two articles of this series, we covered the 
importance of establishing laser-like clarity in the strate-
gic plan itself. In this article, I want to address the secret 
to flawless execution. I call it unquestionable, undeniable 
accountability.

Accountability without authority will most often lead 
to frustration and failure. How many times in your career 
have you been held responsible for results over which you 
could not control or at least influence in a major way? 

Why is it that when a team fails, only one person typically 
pays the price? What happens to the “we” when things go 
wrong?

Defining accountability
The answer can be found in the lack of defined and recog-
nized authority to either make decisions or to take action. 
Authority needs to be aligned with the task at hand, and 
the expected, already-clarified results. Authority levels 
need to be discussed openly within the team that is being 
held accountable. Otherwise, everyone becomes a chief, 
and no one is accountable.

In my experience, it’s relatively easy to establish ac-
countability using a simple, four-level process. Who has 
the accountability to act without first seeking permission 
of the team leader? We call that Level 1 authority. Who 
can act but must advise the team leader after the fact? 
That’s Level 2. Who can act but needs to advise the team 
leader before actions are taken? That’s Level 3 authority. 
Who only has the authority to recommend action that 
must then be approved by the team leader? That’s Level 4.

It’s a straightforward process that is rarely done be-
cause authority is usually implied or assumed in a role. 
Too often, authority is taken by aggressive individuals 
with a need to have their voice heard; too often, it is 
avoided by non-committals. In these situations, it’s of-
ten easier to blame than take responsibility, and finger-
pointing can prevail.

The chart below provides a basic overview of com-
mon accountabilities. Actual levels will, of course, vary 
depending on the situation. Transparent conversations 
about what these should be are critical.
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Authority levels 
need to be 
discussed openly 
within the team 
that is being held 
accountable. 
Otherwise, 
everyone 
becomes a chief, 
and no one is 
accountable.
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Strategy

THE FOUR LEVELS OF AUTHORITY
Use this process to establish foolproof accountability for the execution of your strategic plan:

Sales Revenue

• Price adjustments Level 4

• Volume discounts
Level 1 (as per the  
approved policy)

Cost Control

• Spending
Level 1 (to maximum  
pre-established amount)

Level 2  (in emergencies)

•  Re-allocation within  
budget lines

Level 2

Product Quality

• Supplier Choice Level 4

• Supplier Termination Level 2

Accountability without clear levels of authority for de-
cision-making and action taking is the root cause for the 
number one blockage to strategy execution. The concept 
is so fundamental, yet so easy to miss.

Now that you know, there is no excuse. ■

Fred Pidsadny is president of Focus Management.

AUTHORITY LEVEL 1
You have the authority to act without any contact 
with your team leader prior to the decision/action. 

Communication with your team leader after the 
decision/action is taken is for information only.

AUTHORITY LEVEL 2
You have the authority to act but must notify your 
team leader immediately after the action is taken.

AUTHORITY LEVEL 3
You have the authority to act but must notify your 

team leader before action is taken.

AUTHORITY LEVEL 4
You have the authority to analyze and make 

recommendations to your team leader for approval.

Verdex Capital invests in unique Agricultural Technology 
businesses innovating in the areas of:

Crop & animal
yield improvement

Ag big data

Biological control
agents

Advanced
breeding platforms

Seed technology

We have capital, expertise and global partners.
Grow your business with Verdex. Contact us today.

www.verdexcapital.com
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