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The secret to ‘moving the ball’ is to roll it downhill

CEOs, other senior line executives,
and HR professionals frequently com-
plain that the midlevel managers in their
company “don’t get it” about the compa-
ny’s strategic objectives nor take the ac-
tion required to get strategic results.

Unfortunately, grumbling rarely solves
the problem.

If you hear yourself saying, “Our man-
agers just aren’t strategic,” try to tease
apart the underlying issues.

A good way to do this is to ask yourself,
“If our managers did think strategically,
what would be different?” Look at the list
below. Taken together, these are a good
description of what it means to “think
strategically.”

Do your managers:

Fully understand the company strat-
egy?
Connect their own efforts with the
larger organization’s objectives?

Focus on both long-term and day-to-
day results?

Work with others outside their func-
tion to achieve objectives?

Engage employees as partners in
executing the company strategy?

When I hear complaints about middle-
level managers not thinking strategically,
I often find that there is some “blaming of
the victim” going on.

If you're a senior leader, it’s hard to
think it’s your fault when people don’t
comprehend the strategy or fail to take
quick and decisive action related to it
when you've spoken about the strategy
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Diane Corrigan, The Hospital of the
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until you’re blue in the face. But experi-
ence tells me that most senior executives
are not skilled at communicating strate-
gic matters in a way that induces action-
taking on the parts of employees.

Meaningful communication requires
two-way communication.

In most organizations, power is con-
centrated at the top and so is a felt sense
of responsibility for results. It’s an arti-
fact of bureaucracy. Without interven-
tion, those who get the greatest pay and
have the greatest say — those at the top
— will feel a disproportional commit-
ment to creating strategy, translating it
into action, and getting results. Others
lower down, without some change in the
usual way of doing things, will not feel
the same obligation to “move the ball.”
The result will be a pathetic chain that
goes like this:

1. Middle-level managers do not un-
derstand the strategy.

2. Therefore, they feel no sense of ur-
gency to do things differently.

3. Consequently, they fail to translate
company strategy into aligned local ac-
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tion.
4.
Thus,
they fail to
get strate-
gic results.
To fully

“think strategi-

cally,” middle

managers need

skills as well as
meaningful dialogue

with their leaders. Best

is to kill two birds with

one stone: get the dialogue
going about the strategy be-
tween levels in a context
where everyone — middle-level
leaders and senior leaders — can
learn the skills associated with
strategy execution.

First and foremost is the skill of two-
way communication that addresses the
five big questions employees have
about change: What needs to change?
Why? What does that mean for me in
my area? What'’s in it for me? What are
you going to do to support me?

If your managers appear unable to
think strategically, start by helping
them answer these questions.

RICHARD McKNIGHT is a principal of McKnight Kaney
LLC, a strategy execution and organization design firm in
the Philadelphia area and the co-author of “Leading
Strategy Execution,” among other books. For more infor-
mation, visit McKnightKaney.com.
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