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To Kim Courser, my mom; to Dan Courser, my dad, best friend, and favorite person, without whom I wouldn’t be much! – RC

“If you want to build a ship, don’t drum up the men to gather wood, divide the work, and give orders. Instead, teach them to yearn for the vast and endless sea.” Antoine de Saint-Exupéry – OA






CHAPTER 1 The Founder’s Trap


Before we explore the practices to escape what I call the Founder’s Trap, allow me to introduce myself. My name is Robert Courser. For more than two decades, I have been guiding small- and medium-sized enterprises through the complexities of scaling up. Having worked with hundreds of companies facing similar challenges to yours, I have developed a proven methodology that can effectively unlock your organization’s growth potential.

In this book, I will share with you the tools and insights that have enabled my clients to grow successfully. My expertise lies in analytics, applied to both human behavior and operations. As the founder and owner of Synergistics Systems, a behavioral analytics consultancy, and the CEO of Line-of-Sight, the strategy execution platform that gave its name to this book, I leveraged data-driven insights to build my companies, and I am now helping my clients use data to make thoughtful, effective decisions to build and grow their own.

Before I became a growth consultant, I was a culinary expert by trade. I like to draw parallels between the precision required to prepare a meal and the precision needed to build a successful company. With my clients, I emphasize flawless execution, effective leadership, intentional focus, and precise alignment; this approach is inspired by the Japanese concept of Kappo. Kappo emphasizes capturing the moment when an ingredient is at its freshest, purest state.

My passion for gastronomy led me to attend the School Craft College of Culinary Arts, where I honed my skills and gained valuable experience at several high-end restaurants in my hometown of Ann Arbor, Michigan. Eventually, I became executive sous chef at Opus One, working closely with renowned Chef Tim Gisinski, before moving on to become executive sous chef at Seldom Blues, where I helped the restaurant achieve the prestigious title of Restaurant of the Year under Chef Jerry Nottage.

Over time, I realized that my culinary experience was quite transferable to business: Kappo continues to be my North Star when I work with business owners and CEOs. Together, we aim to achieve as perfect an alignment as possible between the many parts that make up their business. We call it execution excellence. Over time, me and my colleagues at Line-of-Sight and I developed a methodology and a platform to consistently deliver this promise. Now our goal is to provide every organization with simple, confidence-inspiring analytics and solutions that build their internal alignment—and get things across the finish line.

In the culinary world, Kappo delivers outstanding flavor and an unforgettable dining experience. In business, Kappo’s ethos of alignment helps company founders, business owners, and leaders build more value, generate greater wealth for themselves and their employees, support their communities, and achieve the long-term legacy and life balance that make it all worth it.

This is where this book comes in. I have seen so many business owners and executives struggle with injecting new growth in their companies and face what we call the “Founder’s Trap”. I realized my approach to Kappo would be a valuable guide for them—if they followed the right recipe.

What is the Founder’s Trap?

You’re a successful business leader or entrepreneur who has built or led a solid, mid-market company. You’ve led your business 80 percent of the way toward the finish line. You’ve done so despite unprecedented market challenges: global competition, COVID-19, supply chain disruption, an inflation such as we have not seen in decades. Congratulations are in order, and as someone who has advised hundreds of small- and medium-sized businesses (SMBs), my hat is off to you.

Yet there’s still a problem. You feel you are not quite able to cross the tape and declare victory. You might be struggling to scale your business. Your employees might be quitting. You might be sitting on too much inventory. Your world is as uncertain as ever. Perhaps, if you own your own business, you are even thinking about selling, but you know you will leave money on the table; your legacy won’t be fully realized. You’re beginning to bump against the Founder’s Trap: the recognition that the execution methods you excelled at to start and grow your business aren’t the same skills required to scale it further.

Let me assure you that your challenges are not unique. I’ve witnessed up-close the feelings of frustration and sometimes failure that leaders experience when they think they’ve hit their own ceiling. To quote Marshall Goldsmith’s famous book title: What got you here won’t get you there.

The good news is that after we identify the common challenges that other leaders like you are facing, we’ll walk together through the best practices to solve them—systematically using objective data. We will discuss the fundamentals of what we call organizational health. Organizational health is a leadership mindset that applies data and discipline to deliver execution excellence.

In this book, we will unpack how you can achieve better organizational health. Just like your own annual check-up, good health starts with measuring your vital signs and examining how your key organs are operating. The same goes for companies: Good health starts with an objective diagnostic, and each aspect of its execution must be examined and addressed to ensure the body’s optimum performance.

These key aspects of execution include: a clear mission, vision, and strategic intent; a well-defined market discipline; and five Keys to Strategic Execution, or KSEs: Strategic Understanding, Leadership, Balanced Metrics, Activities & Structure, and Human Capital (Fig. 1.1).
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Fig. 1.1. The mission, vision, strategic Intent, market discipline, and the five KSEs work together as a system



The next chapter discusses the importance of a clear purpose to build alignment within the organization, and the outsize importance of people throughout execution. Chapter 3 presents the three fundamental market differentiation options; Chapter 4 to 9 introduce the Five Keys to Strategic Execution; and Chapter 10 is a capstone that allows you to run a self-assessment of your own company’s execution capabilities.

We hope this book will give you the ingredients necessary to develop your own flavor of Kappo, the near-perfect alignment of capabilities that lets you achieve the growth, performance, and success you’re pursuing, however you define your own success.






CHAPTER 2 Purpose And Alignment: The Line-of-Sight Approach


Strategy is a set of guiding principles that, when communicated clearly and adopted widely, provides a basis for decision-making across the organization. It’s that simple!


Clear Direction and Shared Purpose

Strategy matters (and it matters a lot). But the primary value of a coherent strategy is to be a guide for excellent execution. Yes, a strategic plan is required, but it’s not an end in and of itself. It’s the necessary first step that you and your executive team envision and initiate. You’ve done 20 percent of the work by defining your goals, but there’s 80 percent more work that needs to get done. This work is to align all the elements of your execution to your goals, across your organization.

This is what we call “line of sight”: the seamless alignment of key operational elements to reach your intended strategic objectives. Just as in its literal sense where a clear and unobstructed view is essential to see and reach a target, in business, line of sight ensures that every aspect of your organization is focused and synchronized towards achieving your objectives without ambiguity, obstruction, or distraction. This alignment fosters a unified effort, maximizes the use of your resources, and enhances the probability of hitting your goals.

Think of your strategy as a plan to deliver the goals you’ve set. In this book, we define the components of strategy as: mission, vision, strategic intent, and the market discipline. We’ll review them in details in Chapter 3. After you’ve defined a well-thought-out mission and the objectives necessary to achieve it, you must clearly communicate them throughout your organization, stratum by stratum, from executives to managers to front-line employees. Then, when you implement your strategic plan, the resulting positive changes will substantively impact every single area of your business. And the good news is that the process can be undertaken efficiently.

Jim Collins’s book Good to Great: Why Some Companies Make the Leap… and Others Don’t discusses this central concept at length. Great companies succeed because they don’t stop until they’ve surmounted the “last six inches” on the path to greatness. Put another way, a coherent strategy leads to excellent execution, impacting employee engagement and customer satisfaction.


Wrong Strategy or Poor Execution?


“Nearly 70% of well-formulated strategies failed due to poor execution”

–Harvard Business Review1
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Fig. 2.1. Strategy vs. Execution



In this chapter, we will discuss the paramount importance of keeping people at the center of organizational health. When you develop your strategy, your primary audience is your employees. Execution itself is the sum of all activities and behaviors of your employees. Therefore, the five Keys to Strategic Execution are focused on people, and the measurement of organizational health itself is based on the employees’ input, as we’ll see in Chapter 3.

In this chapter, we will share customer stories to illustrate the critical importance of placing people at the center of your strategy execution.

When your company lacks a strategy or has a vague one, you cannot have focus. You’re simultaneously going in multiple directions, and productivity and profitability suffer. You’re confusing your most valuable asset: your employees. You are adding more uncertainty to your system by giving employees a reason to leave you.

When everyone at every level of your business—from CxOs to managers to departmental employees—shares a common purpose, the company benefits because the people benefit. When everyone in the organization profits (both materially and psychologically), the customer emerges as the ultimate winner.

Think about it: we all want to leave our offices, factories, or retail operations with the feeling that what we do matters. We take pride and satisfaction in knowing we’ve made a significant and valuable contribution to the organization. When we feel we’ve made a difference, we feel that what we did that day was meaningful. That feels really good. And when we feel good, we’re excited about coming to work the next day. We’re motivated to continue to perform well. These attitudes generate confidence—in ourselves and in the leadership of the company. That confidence inspires people to let their competence shine through and do the right thing—this is execution excellence.




Valuing Employees

When a company prioritizes its people and ensures they feel valued, empowered, and motivated to contribute to the organization, everyone wins. Some time ago, we intervened with the Pennsylvania branch of a nationwide life insurance and financial services firm. This organization had a “sink or swim” approach to money managers, who were hired in large numbers because the churn was very high: little training meant many hires were struggling to hit their targets, resulting in their senior partners taking over their clients, leading to further loss of motivation and trust. However ineffective this approach appeared to be, it was just the way things were done. Increased competition led the management to seek our guidance to improve sales performance. We helped the organization develop a more comprehensive training, create an onboarding process that provided better orientation to new hires, and re-emphasize the central role of individual money managers in the success of the firm through repeated and sustained messaging from the leadership team. None of this was rocket science, but just acknowledging how important people were to the mission of the branch and taking a few visible actions to bolster that position was enough to breathe new life into a badly frayed culture and put the branch back on a healthy growth trend, not least because customers experienced a more stable relationship with their money manager.

The principles we are describing are nothing new; they are universal and timeless, and they’re particularly relevant to today’s business environment and prevailing attitudes. According to the Pew Research Center, 35 percent of the current US workforce is comprised of millennial workers born between 1981 and 1996.2 Maybe more so than others, this generation highly values having a meaningful sense of purpose and accomplishment in their jobs.3 For them, clarity of direction and focus are paramount.

We drove this point home with a four-hundred employee manufacturer of measuring equipment in the Midwest. The leadership was managing the company with what you might call a traditional, old-fashioned “command and control” philosophy: employees were expected to do what they were told by their managers, with minimal autonomy and even less context for why their actions mattered. Things went well until the employees who had been there since the creation of the company decades ago started to retire. The turnover of new employees hired to replace those “lifers” started to creep until 140 employees left in a single year. That’s when we got a call from the leadership team.

It was immediately clear that the issue was the lack of connection of this younger workforce with any sense of company purpose. So we worked with the leaders and the board to dust off the old mission statement, which no one was ever talking about, and refresh it to fit the current market conditions and ambition of the board. We then organized town hall meetings to explain the company mission of all employees. For eighteen months, every single management meeting started with a reminder of the mission and how everyone matters to fulfill it. Within a year, the turnover dropped by 40 percent. We did not ask the leadership team to change their management style; that would have been extremely difficult for them. But articulating their vision better—that was something they could easily do.

We’ve emerged from the unknowns unleashed by the pandemic. Yet, macro-economic uncertainty persists, and more complexities are emerging in the world, from unstable supply chains to rising economic costs of climate change. We live in a VUCA world (Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, and Ambiguous) that breeds a general state of confusion and anxiety. When people are anxious about the future, they may idealize the past, get stuck in the present, and stymie forward progress. But if your leadership team is clear with employees about your strategy and their role in executing it, anxiety is reduced and positive and productive attitudes prevail.

This helps to create a healthy culture—one with shared objectives and a team mentality—where workers can thrive. There’s a relevant adage attributed to Peter Drucker: “Culture eats strategy for breakfast” (Fig. 2.2).
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Fig. 2.2. Culture eats strategy for breakfast



Drucker was among the first to affirm that workers place significant value on their workplace’s culture, its shared purpose, and its atmosphere. That’s the foundation of a healthy business, and that is particularly meaningful for millennials, who value collaboration over competition.4




Bridging the Gap Between Strategy and Execution

You can go from strategy to successful execution with a written blueprint, and with focus. Let’s start with the written blueprint. You cannot just talk about your vision; it is key to write it down. When you document your intent, everyone in your company is literally on the same page. Memories can fade and people may have different recollections of what was said, but if it is written, there is no room for ambiguity and interpretation. Words matter, and it can be surprisingly difficult to go from a verbal declaration to a written statement of intent. This is why we spend so much time with our clients to document their mission, vision, and strategic intent—the written blueprint.

In addition to documenting your intent, you also need focus. We are facing more demands on our attention than ever before. Our world is more complex and uncertain, with more technologies to master, more risks, and more opportunities. Will I lose my suppliers? How would a recession affect my pricing and my bottom line? How do I find and retain exceptional talent? And if I’ve been building a company, how do I protect my legacy?

We recently worked with an aerospace company acting as a contractor for the US Department of Defense. The firm had grown opportunistically, adding many different lines of business, such as airplane maintenance, as demand arose alongside its original focus on drone operations. However, none of those activities could get enough resources and management attention to really thrive, and growth slowed to a halt.

We worked with the company founder to determine what his ambition really was. Was it to try and be all things to all people, or was it something else? It turned out that the company had developed a competitive edge in intelligence gathering and processing, an area for which the founder also had passion and expertise. We jointly decided to make it the focus of the company: a one-stop shop to provide actionable intelligence, combining drone operations and sophisticated data analysis.

The shift did not happen overnight: The other activities were profitable and were needed to finance the pivot toward intelligence. But every action was geared toward this new focus. In particular, the company made acquisitions in the area of data processing to expand its technological edge. Other lines of business were progressively shed. We’ve worked with this company for a while now, and over the past seven years, their revenues in intelligence gathering and processing has grown tenfold, allowing the founder to generate substantial personal wealth by getting further funding from a private equity fund.

There are more areas to explore and risks to control than we have capacity for. Even as accomplished leaders, we face a business landscape in which it’s easy to miss the mark on priorities. How do we avoid this pitfall? By narrowing the company’s initiatives and focusing tasks and activities of employees to only what is necessary to successfully execute our strategy. Documented goals and focus are what allows us to cut through the fog of uncertainty and get resources aligned around what matters, and only that. Remember Kappo, the Japanese cooking approach I applied as a chef? Strategy execution is like Kappo: organizing the resources in the best possible way, at the right time, with relentless focus on achieving the wildly successful dish you set your sights on.




Diagnostics and Check-Ups

The principles we apply in our advisory practice help our clients optimize their employees’ unique work behaviors and motivations. Using our Line-of-Sight approach and assessment platform, we diagnose the organizational health of our clients’ business (how much misalignment is there between strategy/intent and execution/actions), identify the reasons for misalignment within their organization, and guide them to plan and execute correction actions to execution excellence. By offering uniquely tailored prescriptions, we help align business operations and employees and enable the successful execution of the strategy. That’s how our clients get results, and that’s how you and your company will get results! We like to say that organizational health is what allows you to minimize and eliminate the “execution tax”—the many sources of friction, the misalignments, the redundant tasks, and the overlapped roles that leak value out of your business.

Let us first introduce you to the Line-of-Sight methodology and assessment. Line-of-Sight runs a scan of your entire organization for hidden execution vulnerabilities (the “Organizational Health Scan” that helps determine the execution baseline). It is a short, scientifically validated survey with twenty-nine questions that typically takes only nine minutes to complete. It is simple and quick enough that every employee can complete it online. It is also anonymous, which means you’ll get the truth—what employees really think about the environment in which they work.

The assessment has three primary purposes:


	It scans the organization’s execution performance in five critical areas that determine successful execution, called Keys to Strategy Execution (KSE): strategic understanding, leadership, metrics, activities and structure, and human capital; it pinpoints areas of strength and good execution, and areas of vulnerability where misalignment between intent and action cause the organization to pay an “execution tax” in the form of redundant tasks, unnecessary work, ineffective processes, or sheer confusion about the company objectives; it also determines an overall Organizational Health Index (see Fig. 2.3). Scores on a scale from 0 to 100 (or 100 percent) measure the degree of alignment within the organization to execute the strategy.
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Fig. 2.3. KSE scores and aggregate Organizational Health Index - Example




	It allows the company leadership to take tangible action. We run review and decision-making sessions with our clients’ executive teams to review key vulnerabilities revealed in the assessment, develop solutions, and chart a course of action to close execution gaps and ultimately improve their P&L.

	Used as a pulse check, the assessment is run again in all or parts of the organization to see if and how actions and efforts yield the expected benefits. Rinse and repeat—you can gauge progress in real time, assess if your action plan needs to be tweaked, and determine when to move to the next area where you can improve your execution capabilities.



The Line-of-Sight employs a unique approach called Confidence-Based Marking (CBM) to rate the twenty-nine survey items across the five KSE. The CBM approach measures both accuracy and confidence through a single four-point scale. CBM fuses both a person’s knowledge of a concept as well as their level of confidence in their knowledge into a more complete and powerful set of responses to each item. As each person responded to the items in the survey, they were asked to make a choice between four possible statements. Each of their responses is then plotted into one of the four quadrants (see Fig. 2.4):


	Aligned: optimal execution; solid decision-making; engaged talent; strong leadership; culture of commitment; strong competitive advantage

	Somewhat aligned: mediocre execution; slow decision-making; confused talent; reluctant leadership; culture of compliance; running in place in the market

	Misaligned: crippled execution; flawed decision-making; cynical workforce; ineffectual leadership; demotivated culture; unstable market power
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Fig. 2.4. Confidence-Based Marking




	Not sure: inconsistent execution; doubtful decision-making; uneasy or anxious talent; disconnected leadership; dissatisfied culture; weak market power



The Line-of-Sight assessment aggregates individual employees’ perceptions into one consolidated reality: the reality of how the strategy of the organization is executed. It automatically generates insights typically examined by the leadership team first, and then is shared with all employees along with a corrective action plan. The assessment results also highlight any gap of perception between how you see the organization execute and how your employees experience it every day. (Spoiler alert: leaders tend to overestimate the execution capabilities of their businesses.) This objective, unvarnished view of execution capabilities, shared by everyone, allows for the self-inspection, which is, in turn, the basis for self-correction.

The survey results are often surprising. We tend to see a disconnect between what executives, middle managers, and employees consider to be vulnerabilities. The diagnostic also prompts questions that leaders and employees may have never thought about: What’s the company’s mission? Why do customers buy from you and not your competitors? The assessment elicits “aha” moments and most of the time points to low-hanging, easily achievable opportunities. There are also surprising areas revealed where the company performs better than expected.

Once we identify their business’s vulnerabilities, our clients progressively build their own leadership team’s capability to engage in the measure-analyze-fix cycle to remedy them. To accomplish this, we bring the leadership team together and, as a group, determine out how to address each vulnerability and prioritize the issue to focus on first. Having data that cuts across the organization, irrespective of functions, silos, fiefdoms (which exist even in the smallest of SMBs), and processes, is a great equalizer: it forces the team to think and act as one, bound by a shared assessment, all leaders collectively accountable for sometimes humbling health scores.

When we do this, we typically concentrate on the easiest fix that will bring the biggest improvement fastest. Then we conduct a monthly scan or “pulse check” to monitor progress and determine next steps—are we ready to move to the next improvement area? This gives us new prescriptions for solving additional problems. Overly complicated solutions should not be implemented, so I apply my philosophy that simple solutions are best.

One vulnerable area we often diagnose is the need to improve communication throughout the company. As we’ve emphasized, it’s all about engaging employees. Communication gaps between leaders and their workforce are relatively easy to diagnose and fix. Is the management regularly walking around and interacting with employees or holding virtual town hall meetings for remote employees? Is there a process to keep employees informed, such as an internal newsletter or regular email updates from the top? Does the onboarding process for new hires clearly communicate the company’s strategy? Is the strategy regularly discussed in all-employee meetings?

In our experience, employees tend to be receptive to these check-ups and the resulting changes—often more than their leaders. They feel listened to and empowered. Thirty to sixty days after initially administering the Line-of-Sight assessment, we perform another scan and typically start to see significant improvement. The leadership team then moves their attention to another vulnerability, and we help them stay accountable for continuing to execute whatever practice has been introduced to fix the first issue. This is not about going from challenge to challenge like a butterfly; it is about progressively and thoughtfully aligning different parts of your execution to support your goals, and layering good, sustainable practices that will stick.

Chapter 3 delves deeper into the three options for market differentiation we introduced earlier that, taken together, define the strategy for companies like yours. They are (1) operational excellence, (2) product or service innovation, and (3) customer intimacy.

I’ll also give you the tools and insights to become a decisive fix-it leader who can diagnose areas needing attention and figure out effective prescriptions for improvement. You, too, can become a leader who knows how to execute flawlessly!

This said, Line-of-Sight execution is not for everyone. Leaders need to commit if they want to radically improve the organizational health of their company.

To check if you have the right mindset, answer the three questions in the Line-of-Sight Readiness Checklist below:


Line-of-Sight Readiness Checklist


	1. Are you willing to hear the truth?

	When you use Line-of-Sight execution surveys, your employees speak to you candidly. Are you ready to hear them without judgment?

	Data is data. Take it all. You can’t just focus on what’s working and rationalizing away what is not.

	Truth is opportunity. The more you understand how your business truly operates, the more you can increase its performance and your own wealth creation model.

	Be honest with yourself. When was the last time you took action or changed your mind based on your employees’ ideas or feedback? If you can’t remember, you may want to be mindful of your own potential resistance to hearing and accepting other perspectives than your own.





	2. Are you ready to take action?

	When you ask your employees about their daily challenges with execution, you raise the expectation that you’ll act on their input. It’s better not to start than to stop mid-way.





	3. Are you taking the long view?

	Improvements will be rapid but not instantaneous. Can you commit to follow up on improvements for twelve months or more?

	Quarterly execution checks are built into your organizational health improvement plan to make sure you and your team remain accountable for it. Can you commit to attending them and actively engaging in them?
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