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Every CEO or leader is accountable for overseeing strategy design and delivery 
in his or her organization. Leaders also recognize that strategy implementation 
excellence is central to the organization’s sustainable growth and prosperity. Yet 
most strategic initiatives fail because of flawed implementation, at great cost in 
time and resources. Consider these data points:

• A full 90 per cent of respondents to a 2017 global survey of 500 senior exec-
utives from companies with annual revenues of over $1 billion, conducted 
by the Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU), admitted that they failed to reach 
all of their strategic goals because of flawed implementation.

• More than half (53 per cent) of respondents to the EIU survey admitted that 
ineffective implementation of strategic initiatives has a profound impact on 
the organization’s competitive advantage and performance.

• In addition, the Project Management Institute’s Pulse of the Profession Sur-
vey found that for every $1 billion invested, $97 million is wasted through 
poor implementation performance.

Mind the strategy implementation gap

Global competition and a networked society are driving almost daily changes 
in the competitive landscape. In this highly kinetic environment, sustainable 
growth will depend on delivering the right strategies the right way. Yet the aver-
age organization fails to meet at least 20 per cent of its strategic goals as the re-
sult of implementation issues and challenges, according to the 2017 EIU survey. 
An earlier EIU study, published in 2013, showed that just a little over half of the 
strategic initiatives (56 per cent) have been successful.

The dynamic interplay between strategy design and delivery starts at the mo-
ment the organization defines its strategic goals and investments. Most organi-
zation leaders appear to understand the importance of implementation and ac-
knowledge they need to upgrade their delivery capabilities. At least 59 per cent 
of respondents to the most recent EIU survey acknowledge a gap between their 
strategy design and implementation and recognize its negative impact on orga-
nizational effectiveness. That’s barely an improvement over the

2013 EIU survey, when 61 per cent of respondents admitted to performance-sap-
ping shortfalls in implementation.

There is, however, no single true path to implementation excellence. Because 
there are several frameworks for strategy design and implementation, every or-
ganization needs to craft its own recipe for strategic success. We believe this rec-
ipe will be more effective when it adheres to a set of core principles.

Related Podcasts

 ♫ Think about how to connect 
your strategy design with your 
ability to deliver – or pay the price 
http://rvarg.as/yn/

 ♫ The Strategic Execution 
Framework (SEF) 
http://rvarg.as/db/

 ♫ Strategy and Delta Model - 
Part 1 of 2 
http://rvarg.as/x84/

 ♫ Strategy and the Delta Model 
– Part 2 of 2 
http://rvarg.as/x83/
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Why are principles are so important?

At the Brightline Initiative, a coalition of leading global organizations, we have 
crafted a set of guiding principles to help leaders close the expensive and unpro-
ductive gap between strategy design and delivery.

We use the word “principles” for a reason. The Cambridge Dictionary says that a 
principle can be either a “moral rule” that defines “good behaviour or fair dealing” 
or a “basic truth” that “explains or controls how something happens or works.” We 
view these principles as both a moral rule and a basic truth.

Practices can change, business models are disrupted, technology evolves, but 
principles do not change. They are the soul of strategy design and delivery.

No matter the conditions of the organization’s environment, no matter how 
complex and challenging its strategic goals, its principles are permanent. They 
safely guide leaders and teams toward the right decisions, practices, and pro-
cesses. They enable organizations to counter the threats to the implementation 
of strategic initiatives and the realization of strategic goals. And they point the 
way toward more effective behaviours and attitudes and guide the use of ap-
propriate practices, tools, and techniques aligned with the business’s needs and 
challenges.

How we identified the 10 principles

The process of identifying and crafting the 10 principles started in May 2017, 
when a group of experts, practitioners, and researchers, supported by the Bright-
line team, met to discuss the most complex challenges that organizations face re-
garding strategy design and delivery. Some of those challenges are well known, 
such as the absence of alignment between senior and middle managers on one 
hand and those responsible for executing the strategy on the other.

Other problems still require further exploration and understanding. How, for ex-
ample, can people be highly motivated to deliver certain strategic initiatives?

And how can organizations deal with failure when they need to deliver results 
quickly and effectively at all times, with little room for mistakes?

Even without full answers to those and other questions, we were able after that 
first meeting to initiate a process that melded a scientific approach with the ex-
perience and knowledge of leading organizations and experts in the strategy dis-
cipline. Intensive discussions and group work produced some very rich content. 
We then analyzed the results using text mining techniques and cluster analysis to 
identify key areas for further exploration and refinement. 
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We analyzed the most recent scientific studies and empirical surveys of strategy 
design and implementation with the aim of corroborating and complementing 
the ideas and concepts identified in this process.

The outcome of this process was a preliminary set of concepts that evolved into 
the first version of the principles. We then took the draft principles through sev-
eral iterations to refine the concepts that underlie the ten Brightline Principles.

Our aim was to develop simple, clear, robust, and practical guidance to help 
leaders succeed at bridging the gap between strategy design and delivery. The 
members of the Brightline coalition believe that every leader can rely on these 
ten principles to help them close the gap between strategy design and delivery.

The Brightline Initiative Guiding Principles
#1 Acknowledge that strategy delivery is just as important as 
strategy design.

Strategy delivery doesn’t just happen automatically once it is designed! The im-
portance of active and visible leadership cannot be overstated. You invest sub-
stantial resources, creative time, and energy in designing the right strategy. You 
need to give equal priority and attention to delivering it – before you move on to 
something else. It’s an essential part of your role to ensure that your organization 
has the programme delivery capability it needs to implement your strategy.
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#2 Accept that you’re accountable for delivering the strategy you 
designed.

Do not underestimate entropy! The orchestration required to succeed in today’s 
fast-changing and complex business environment is enormous. Once you have 
defined and clearly communicated the strategy, your responsibility shifts to  over-
seeing the progress of implementation so that the strategy delivers results and 
achieves its goals. You need to know where in your organization change happens 
and who manages the programmes that drive that change. You are accountable 
for proactively addressing emerging gaps and challenges that may impact de-
livery. Without this discipline, rigor, and care, your strategy has little chance of 
success.

#3 Dedicate and mobilize the right resources.

Inspire and assign the right people to get the job done! Actively balance “running 
the business” and “changing the business” by selecting and securing the right 
resources for each – they often have different needs. Recognize that team lead-
ership skills are at a premium, and assign the best leaders with sufficient capacity 
to tackle head-on the most challenging programmes and those essential for suc-
cessful strategy implementation.
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#4 Leverage insight on customers and competitors.

Don’t forget to look outside! Continue to monitor customer needs, collect com-
petitor insight, and monitor the market landscape for major risks, unknowns, and 
dependencies. Advantage in the market flows to those who excel at gaining new 
insights from an ever-changing business environment and quickly responding 
with the right decisions and adjustments to both strategy design and delivery.

#5 Be bold, stay focused and keep it as simple as possible.

Encourage smart simplicity! Initiating or rapidly reacting to dramatic changes in 
the business environment is an increasingly important capability for success.

Many of the delivery challenges you will face will be complex and interdepen-
dent. In the face of this, the best way to remain nimble is to surround yourself 
with simplifiers rather than complicators. You need people who can get to the 
core of an opportunity or threat, understand the drivers, deliver the information, 
and take the action you need in the way you need it. That way, you minimize bu-
reaucracy, explore ideas, take appropriate risks, prioritize work, ensure account-
ability, and focus on delivering value through your strategic initiatives.
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#6 Promote team engagement and effective cross-business 
cooperation.

X

Y

Beware of the “frozen middle”! Gain genuine buy-in from middle and line man-
agers by engaging and activating them as strategy champions rather than just 
as managers and supervisors. Don’t just assume your people will “get it” – lead-
ership must firmly establish a shared commitment to strategy-delivery priorities 
and regularly reinforce it. This isn’t the time or place for subtlety. Govern through 
transparency to engender trust and enhance cross-business cooperation in de-
livery.

#7 Demonstrate bias toward decision-making and own the deci-
sions you make.

Follow your decisions through to delivery! Commit to making strategic decisions 
rapidly. Move quickly to correct course, reprioritize, and remove roadblocks. Ac-
cept that you likely won’t have all the information you want, and rely on those 
you can trust to deliver sufficient reliable input to allow thoughtful decisions. 
Consider and address risks and interdependencies explicitly—both upfront and 
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regularly throughout delivery. Build a lean and powerful governance structure to 
reinforce accountability, ownership, and a bias towards action, based on agreed 
metrics and milestones.

#8 Check ongoing initiatives before committing to new ones.

Follow your decisions through to delivery! Commit to making strategic decisions 
rapidly. Move quickly to correct course, reprioritize, and remove roadblocks. Ac-
cept that you likely won’t have all the information you want, and rely on those 
you can trust to deliver sufficient reliable input to allow thoughtful decisions. 
Consider and address risks and interdependencies explicitly—both upfront and 
regularly throughout delivery. Build a lean and powerful governance structure to 
reinforce accountability, ownership, and a bias towards action, based on agreed 
metrics and milestones. 

#9 Develop robust plans but allow for missteps – fail fast to learn 
fast.
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Proper planning and preparation prevent poor performance! The old axiom is as 
true as it ever was, but in today’s business environment, strategy planning cycles 
must be more rapid, dynamic, and agile than in the past. Empower programme 
delivery teams to experiment and learn in an environment where it is safe to fail 
fast. Discuss challenges openly, and adjust the plan as needed for success. Learn 
to reward failure, or at least accept it as valuable input.

#10 Celebrate success and recognize those who have done good 
work.

Inspiring people is part of your job! Yes, you have to drive accountability and fo-
cus on delivery, but you also need to motivate those who do the work. Actively 
shape a winning culture by engaging and exciting the people responsible for 
delivering strategic change programmes. Celebrate successes and quick wins.

Generously and publicly acknowledge those who demonstrate the leadership 
behaviours and programme delivery capabilities that make strategy succeed, 
and ask them to share their experiences.

...

Organizations rise or fall on their ability to successfully implement winning strat-
egies. At a time when leaders are expected to do nothing less than transform 
their organizations so that they can survive and prosper in a hyper-connected, 
fast-changing world, they urgently need to know how to turn ideas into reality.

We at the Brightline Initiative are ready, willing, and eager to help leaders and 
their organizations build their implementation capabilities. We offer these 10 
principles as a first step on a long and, we hope, ultimately rewarding journey 
toward implementation excellence.
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