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Why Strategic Plans Stay On The Shelf 
An In Practice™ Article by Helen Kelly 

 

Michael Beer says that too many strategic plans never make it into action. I met 

him at his Cambridge, Massachusetts office to talk about what goes wrong in 

planning and how to make it right.   

 

  

Michael Beer isn‟t one to shy away from fighting words.  

The legendary Harvard Professor made his name, and 

gains respect, by telling executives when strategic 

plans are naive.  By naïve he means that top 

executives all too often craft strategic plans and then 

implement them – yet without asking anyone else in the 

organization whether the plans are practical and 

realistic.  

Professor Beer is resolute that in this area as in most, 

facing up to the truth – however unwelcome it might be 

– is the best route to cost-effective and successful 

strategic planning.    

In landmark articles -- among them How to Have an Honest Conversation about 

Your Business Strategy and The Silent Killers of Strategy Implementation and 

Learning – Mike is firm.  

“Many senior executives are distanced from the barriers that their people 

experience in executing the company‟s strategic intent,” he says. 

“The plans may look promising at an offsite meeting, yet back on the job 

executives ignore the pulse of the organization and rarely test assumptions on 

which they base strategic ideas.”  

He suggests that before implementing strategy, top managers should ask 

questions of the lower level managers and of employees generally.   

 Are members of my team in agreement about the strategy?  

 Is there effective coordination between value creating activities?  

 Are the strategy and values of the firm clear to all?   

 Do people see conflicting priorities?  

 Do people feel that I and my top team are enacting our role as leaders 

effectively?  

 Do we have enough down the line managers capable of leading?  
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However, simply asking these questions is not likely 

to produce honest answers. People fear negative 

consequences – rejection of answers – or are sure 

nothing will happen if they do speak up.  

 It is therefore essential that managers go out of 

their way to create a structure and process that will 

put the “brutal facts” on the table. Jim Collins, the 

author of Good to Great, found that successful 

turnaround managers did this very effectively.  

Professor Beer says that effective conversations are…  

Honest 

Reveal the hidden barriers – what Beer calls the silent killers – that block strategy 

implementation.  

Collective  

Involve key people in the value creation process – sales, operations, R&D, various 

regions and so on. Only in this say can senior management get a view of how the 

organization is working.  

Public 

All people in the organization, even those not directly involved, must know that the 

conversation is going on. This convinces them that senior management wants to 

hear the truth and is serious about change. It releases the energy of the 

organization.  

Safe 

A structure and process must be created that protects those who contribute to the 

conversation directly or indirectly. Only such a structure and process will reveal 

how the organization is working and not working.  

Mike explained that not all managers 

understand the power of this type of 

conversation in creating a step-wise 

improvement in performance and 

commitment -- a power that has been 

demonstrated in dozens of organizations 

with which Mike and his colleagues have 

worked and which they have studied.   
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Many leaders assume erroneously that surfacing problems and enabling lowers 

levels to speak up will weaken their leadership and the organization.  Mike‟s 

findings are that it has made these leaders stronger when take action is response.  

Without such conversations, however, the result is blue-sky plans that may not be 

viable.  That cycles into stress, setbacks and sometimes failure. “Unrealistic plans 

preclude high performance,” Mike warns, “so everyone benefits when decisions 

grow from honest conversations.”  

Mike underlines that honest means being straightforward and direct, and saying 

what you really think.  He says that when top managers stay in their offices and 

talk only together, not only do they lack essential information about organisational 

effectiveness and their own leadership; they cannot move quickly to realign the 

organization and build commitment. And they cannot break the vicious cycle of 

ineffective organizational behaviour, silence and poor performance. In such a 

climate, employees imagine that the top team finds honest conversations 

threatening and embarrassing, so managers below them or the workforce at large 

don‟t easily volunteer information or opinions.  

This, Mike says it can also be a dangerous. “Many successful organizations do not 

recognize early enough that the pattern of management that worked to get them to 

where they are now will not work in their new strategic circumstance.”  

Silent Killers inhibit effectual strategy implementation 

Professor Beer and his colleagues developed a methodology called the Strategic 

Fitness Process explicitly designed to help managers arrest what Mike calls 

Silent Killers – deadly conditions that inhibit effective strategy implementation.    
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Here‟s some detail about the Silent Killers.  Are they skulking away in your 

organisation?  

top-down or laissez-faire senior management style 

Managers were quite often too top down. Pushing the organization, but not asking 

why there was so much drag. Or managers were laissez fair – not engaging their 

people in honest conversations about organisational and leadership effectiveness. 

Both these approaches to leadership show an aversion to engage people in 

conversations that might raise differences in view and critique of current 

operations.  The bottom line?  The manager is unable to inquire and doesn‟t learn; 

and employees perceive the manager as ineffective.   

ineffective senior management team 

Over and over task forces reported that members of the top team operate within 

their own silos.  They do not come into a top team discussion ready to sacrifice 

their interests and that of their department for the good of the organization as a 

whole.  

conflicting priorities and the resulting poor coordination 

Task forces reported conflicting priorities and these in turn made it difficult to 

achieve the coordination needed for rapid and smooth execution of the strategy. 

The result? Everyone is on a treadmill, and eventually performance stalled.    

poor vertical communication 

Employees interviewed were often very emotional when interviewed because this 

was the first time senior management had explicitly asked for their views. They 

reported not being able to tell anyone about what they saw and experienced as 

barriers.  “No one speaks the truth vertically or horizontally.”  The result?  People 

become cynical and top management does not learn what changes in their 

leadership and the organization they need to make.  

inadequate down-the-line leadership skill and development 

It surprised Mike Beer and his colleagues that the very same barriers that blocked 

coordination and execution also blocked leadership development.  Senior teams 

that are ineffective with regard to coordination also do not spend time on reviewing 

and developing high potential leadership talent. The result a paucity of effective 

down-the-line leaders needed to execute the strategy... 

The silent killers thrive when top management isn‟t able to hold honest 

conversations, so   
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Why do executives shun honest conversations? 

Professor Beer has consistently identified these killers in over 200 organizations. 

“Just like hypertension, often not known to the human patient, these silent barriers 

can „kill‟ the company‟s success (see figure below).  So I realise we are talking 

here about serial killers that smother learning and growth, and wonder why so 

many people smart enough to run corporations are reluctant to learn about the real 

world.  

I asked Mike why managers don‟t just, well, go out and talk.  Is there a link 

between reaching the top and emotional confidence?  

“Sometimes it is simply a matter of time. Leaders are busy and it is all too easy to 

not focus on learning.  But in many cases leaders‟ model of leadership is simply 

wrong. They view leadership as selecting, motivating and rewarding individual 

leaders to achieve organizational goals.  Be strong and implore people and it will 

change the organization.”  

“These leaders rarely consider that the context for action they have created 

through the organization‟s architecture and their own leadership powerfully shapes 

the behaviour of the organization.  Their model of leadership does not include 

asking others about barriers to effectiveness. They do not appreciate how much 

people can help them lead.  

“If they have been in the job a long time they are undoubtedly afraid to hear the 

truth. They may also be afraid of releasing frustrations and emotions that people 

often bring into honest conversations. And they don‟t understand how much 

commitment they can develop by engaging people in truthful conversations.   

“Managers also do not understand that one-to-one private conversations, though 

they may be informative, do not provide a holistic picture; and, more importantly, 

that by being private do not energize the whole organization. The organization 

simply does not know they – senior management - want to learn and will act on 

what they learn.”    

“We also want to recognise that managers may have the desire to personally 

control and avoid conflict in order to avoid the imagined serious overload so much 

information and emotion would create. Conflict aversion is in our experience a 

major factor for avoiding honest collective and public conversations.”  

“In the end, though, whatever the reasons managers avoid talking with their 

employees and testing their strategic assumptions, it becomes the proverbial 

vicious cycle.  A culture of organisational silence – where truth doesn‟t speak to 

power – makes it hard for people to provide completely open and honest 

assessments of the situation. Imagine telling your CEO about barriers that you fear 

he may see as an indictment of the organization and her or his leadership.”    
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Breaking the cycle of silence 

How truth can speak to power.  

Clearly there are many, varied, complex factors at play when top managers avoid 

talking straight, either together or with lower level personnel.  I wondered where 

one might intervene to break the silence.  

“This situation cries out for open discussions about these problems, a diagnosis 

and an action plan for change,” Professor Beer advises. “What‟s needed is a 

collective, public conversation about the strategic proposals.”    

To help executives hold an honest, collective and public strategic conversation – 

one that is safe for all -- Mike and colleagues designed the Strategic Fitness 

Process (HBR 2004).  The process has been applied at many different levels of 

corporations – the total global organization, business units and smaller operating 

units such as restaurants and manufacturing plants.  

This kind of change for top managers is complex and often requires someone 

skilled in helping top managers to implement the Strategic Fitness Process.  Mike 

says that at the outset and along the way, one might need the help an experienced 

consultant or Human Resources, Organization Development or Strategic 

Development professional.   

Strategic Direction 

The senior team defines its strategic direction.  

A Task Force Tests the Ideas Out in the Field 

The senior team appoint a task force of their best people.  The task is to interview 

approximately 100 key people -- across the organisation or in smaller business 

unit -- about organization strengths and barriers to executing the strategy.  

The Task Force Reports Back to One Another  

while the Senior Team Listen In 
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After a rigorous analysis, the team feeds back the unvarnished truth to the top 

team. Success depends on a unique seating plan:  the task force sits around a 

table while the senior team sits in an outer inverted U conference style.   

Task Force members speak as a group of reporters and discuss the truths among 

themselves while senior management listens.  Ground rules disallow interruptions 

or challenges.  In this way, truth can speak to power.  

The Senior Team Learns and  

Considers Adjusting the Strategic Plan 

The senior team develops a diagnosis of the organization and an action plan. They 

are then required to report this to the task force, who are asked to critique the 

action plan, and then to the organization – what did they learn, what changes are 

they proposing.  By creating a safe container, honest conversations help senior 

management and employees to learn.   

 

I ask Professor Beer … 

Isn’t this all a bit cowardly on the part of senior executives?  

Beer and his colleagues, who have trained people in the Process for many years, 

are committed to this area of senior and top executive growth and development.  

“Our research shows that by making this governance and learning process known 

and understandable, it legitimizes management‟s authority to make frame-

breaking changes.  It also builds a community of purpose in which managers who 

might otherwise resist change for fear of losses in, power, comfort with their 

current role and status, for example, are willing to make sacrifices.”  

I thought that relying on such a process sounded a bit cowardly on the part of the 

top team and unlikely to produce results.  Mike corrected my perceptions.  

“Having honest conversations is difficult and requires a carefully designed 

process. Very few people will speak up spontaneously. And few leaders have the 

inclination or skills to have such conversations without the support of a time tested 

process,” Mike explained.  When they do use it they find it powerful and effective.  

Hope for True Management Learning 

I realised that this kind of action is a starting point; a kind of twilight zone that 

allows managers to overcome reluctance and unfamiliarity with directness and 

truth, and perhaps time to realise the potential value of engaging their people in 

change.  Once top management communicate a candid, faithful summary of the 

feedback and actions to deal with them – without naming or quoting anyone 

directly -- hope rises that real change will occur and trust in both management and 

the process rises.  
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When the senior team commits to recycle the process 

periodically – as they are advised to do - employees 

know that they will be able to speak the truth about 

problems in executing the action plan. How often 

have changes had unintended consequences that 

everyone knows need to be corrected, but no one 

dares tell senior management?  

I could see, too, that working with people more at 

ease with these kinds of conversations allows 

managers many benefits.  They have role models 

and mentors, and also the chance to find their own 

ways of integrating and using the new information; of 

not feeling, or being, overwhelmed.   

I asked Mike whether this step-wise process might also reveal to the managers 

themselves that laissez-faire and top down leadership were a way to avoid what 

was unfamiliar and unsettling.   

“That happens, though it takes time for managers to change their assumptions 

about how to lead,” Mike said.  “Personal learning is a by-product.  Principally 

managers learn that the collective and public nature of an honest conversation 

creates a mandate for change.  Senior managers who are reluctant at the start 

often become quickly engaged and may even lead the change.  Ineffective 

behaviours aren‟t useful anymore, so they gradually slip away. Our research also 

shows that participating in this process is a powerful leadership development 

experience for task force members too.  

Yes, our research shows that a small minority don‟t ever get it and don‟t recycle 

the process.  Then, unfortunately, the organization slips back in its effectiveness.  

“It‟s not easy to manage the change from laissez-faire and top down leadership to 

honest and productive conversations,” Professor Beer said in closing, “yet the 

outcomes are improved performance, effectiveness, trust, relationships, and 

personal development.  Most top managers tell me it‟s a profoundly personal 

journey yet worth every minute of it.”   

 

 

Michael Beer, PhD, is the Cahners-Rabb professor of Business Administration, 

Emeritus at Harvard Business School, and Chairman of TruePoint, a research 

based management consultancy dedicated to helping managers align their 

organizations for performance and commitment.  
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