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A discontinuous world requires a new approach to strategy – and
also how corporate professionals are equipped to execute on its
choices and priorities. Strategies must come to life rapidly and
at scale. Today, leaders risk that strategies are updated before
they reach the people who are to do the heavy lifting. Lengthy,
top-to-bottom strategy cascading, one-way communication and
limited excitement and engagement are to blame.
Our experience shows that many companies often underestimate
the value of making their strategies come to life or de-prioritize
strategy activation altogether. Time and resources are mainly
allocated to the strategy ‘making’, and companies seldom take
the time to make their people understand, reflect and discuss
new strategies. At best, companies invest in uniting the top
leadership team behind the strategy. Traditional strategy roll
outs often lack scale and speed, which makes the uptake slow
and the commitment low. As a result, the broader organization
is rarely ‘activated’ and engaged in the strategy roll-out, but yet
expected to execute on it – often with compensation linked to it.
At EYBOX, we believe that strategies fail when they do not
capture the hearts and minds of the people responsible for
execution. +200 page strategy presentations rarely relate to
people emotionally or intellectually. There is a need to expand
the strategy toolbox.
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Increasing the odds for
successfully navigating in
a discontinuous world

T

oday’s world of business is discontinuous.
It is no longer linear nor predictable.
Change is rapid and exponential,
industries converge, new technologies are
emerging, and new business models surface to
turn yesterday’s winners into tomorrow’s losers.
Creating the future growth engines needed to
tap into new profit pools, emerging data-driven
service spaces, new business models, etc.,
require constant search and exploration. From
our chair, looking outside-in, the impetus to get
clever about strategy and innovation has never
been more pronounced.

As change – be it in customer needs, in
competitive situations in traditional industries,
and so forth – is no longer linear or predictable,
the way new strategies come to life should
course-adjust and adapt to the new reality. At
the same time, it is important to be mindful of
the fact that what constitutes a well-formulated
strategy remains unchanged. It must still set
a clear direction and represent clear strategic
choices that can be executed.
The skillful navigators of the discontinuous
world acknowledge that there is a clear
difference between ‘thinking’ and ‘taking
action’. Also, they will intentionally not make a
distinction between ‘strategy’ and ‘execution’.
To them the two become mutually reinforcing,
as it comes down to executing on well-defined
strategic priorities to catalyze growth and value
creation. It is something they do frequently
through iterations of action-taking and profound
reflection.

We believe the successful navigators in today’s
discontinuous world must build and mature
new capabilities and search while executing and
react with foresight, speed and scale to signs of
disruption. This implies that skillful corporate
navigators simultaneously manage their core
business, explore the unknown to create new
growth engines, and selectively release past
beliefs and practices to make room for renewal.
At EYBOX, we call it ‘NewStrategy’.

#NewStrategy

THE PRESENT

A

Manage the core to
peak profitability

$
THE PAST

Release old practices to
make room for new
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THE FUTURE

C

B

Create tomorrow’s growth
engines
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The ´strategy-execution gap´by the numbers:

67%

95%

14%

38%

… of strategies fail due to
poor execution

… of the typical
workforce doesn’t
understand what the
strategy is

… of CEOs consider their
company to be effective
at executing strategy

… is the average
decrease in financial
performance if strategies
are not activated

The world becomes discontinuous and strategy
– as a discipline – becomes continuous. This
warrants attention to how companies and their
executives create wide-spread understanding
and commitment to the strategic direction they
have laid out – and its underlying choices.
There is general consensus around the fact
that even the greatest, most well-formulated
strategies deliver little to no impact if they are
not successfully executed.
Let us paint a common picture: a heavy and
lengthy strategy presentation is prepared behind
closed doors on the top floors, the executives
broadcast the new strategy through town
hall meetings and road shows as the greatest
thing since sliced bread, performance metrics
are adjusted across the company, and people
are warned to expect major changes. Most
corporate professionals are familiar with this
picture, but many are also familiar with inertia –
a state that keeps things in its current state with
the company heading in the same direction as
before. Nothing really happens.
Most executives, strategy consultants and
management scholars have discussed the root
cause for limited benefit realization and lacking
performance following a new strategy. What
is to blame? Is it due to the strategy not being
‘right’ or because the execution was ‘poor’?
Preparing and equipping people to execute
new strategies should – logically, some would
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argue – be at the top of the leadership agenda.
However, many years of experience as strategy
consultants have taught us that this is not the
case. Companies seldom invest sufficient time
and leadership attention to the development
of company-wide execution capabilities.
Consequently, the ‘strategy-execution gap’
is a prevailing problem leaving corporate
professionals with the struggle to bridge the
grander scheme of things with the day-to-day
reality.
We acknowledge that the ‘strategy-execution
gap’ is a truly complex organizational challenge
and we do not believe that there is a ‘holy
execution grail’ to be found. We believe that
strategy formulation and execution should
not be seen as two distinct phases on a linear
continuum. On the contrary, the ability to
execute on well-defined strategic priorities
to catalyze growth and value creation must
continuously be developed.
An incremental and tangible step to build
execution capabilities is ‘strategy activation’ –
that is, the act of making a new strategy come
to life with speed and scale through meaningful
engagement. While strategy activation is no
‘holy execution grail’, it is a tangible way to
narrow the ‘strategy-execution gap’ by preparing
and equipping organizations to execute on welldefined strategic priorities to catalyze growth
and value creation.
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Strategy activation hinges on the research being
performed on ‘strategic consensus’ and – more
importantly – its relationship with organizational
performance.
When a new strategy is activated – that is, when
people grasp the logic behind the strategy and
are committed, willing and capable to execute
on its priorities – it leads to greater alignment,
improved coordination, increased efficiency,
and reduction of uncertainty. Kellermanns et
al. (2011) performed a meta-analysis on all
available studies on the consensus-performance
relationship. They found that strategic
consensus does indeed have a positive and
statistical significant impact on organizational
performance over time (Kellermanns et al.,
2011, p. 130). As a result, there is a return on
investing in getting people to understand and
committing to a new strategy.
It is our belief that insufficient investment in
strategy activation is partly to blame for the
unsuccessful strategy execution of the past.
Consequently, ‘successful’ and ‘poor’ strategy
execution likely goes hand-in-hand with

We believe that strategy activation will increase
the odds for successful strategy execution,
because:
•

People unite behind a new strategy when
they have a shared grasp of the logic behind
it and its priorities

•

People take action and make decisions in line
with your strategy, on a daily basis, when
they are committed to its success

A discontinuous world requires ongoing
reaffirmation of the strategic priorities, as
companies will increasingly execute while
strategizing. Strategy activation should
therefore be seen as an ongoing exercise.
Assume at your peril that people will remain
united behind your strategy and committed
to deliver on its priorities without ongoing
reaffirmation.

People are ‘activated’ when they:

High

Blindly
devoted

[AC-TI-VA-TED]

Feel involved in the strategy process

Commitment

Are asked for feedback – and experience that their
leaders listen, respond, and act on it
Understand the rationale behind the need for
change or a new strategy

Disengaged

Informed
skeptic

Are exposed to a fun learning experience that is
intellectually stimulating
Feel equipped and capable of taking action in line
with the priorities of the new strategy

Low
Low
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executives past ability to create wide-spread
understanding and commitment to a new
strategy.

Understanding

High
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Strategy activation drives a set of outcomes
that ultimately increase the odds for successful
execution.

First, it increases the level of collective

intelligence. Through dialogue and activities that
help groups think together in coherent ways,
the employees develop intelligence and ability
greater than the sum of the individual members’
talents.

Secondly, it creates new attitudes towards

change. It connects people’s personal
aspirations to the company’s larger vision
inspiring them to change because they want to,
not just because they need to.

Thirdly, it increases the strategic commitment.
Deepened connectedness with the strategy and
a shared view of the envisioned future equips
people to react more quickly when things
change because they’re committed to creating
the future they all want.

Fourthly, it empowers day-to-day

strategic decision-making throughout the
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organization. Through shared meaning and
deep understanding, leaders gain comfort
pushing decision authority downward, and
group and self-discipline take over for imposed
discipline and formal control systems, such as
performance management.

Fifth, it reduces friction and fortification in

organizational silos. Through dialogue, groups
come to better understand relationships that
make up the whole organization, and can move
beyond myopia, egos and assumptions to foster
shared ownership for strategic challenges.
Also across organizational and geographic
boundaries.

Sixth, it improves intra-organizational

networks. Strategy activation connects tightly
coupled groups, whose thinking and actions
are similar, to those on the periphery, whose
minds are more open to change and alternative
interpretations.

Lastly, it unites leadership teams behind a

common objective of bringing about change at
speed and scale.
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Release practices and
beliefs of the past

Believing that one-way communication
produce engagement

Avoiding to engage in meaningful discussion
on the strategy

Assuming people need long time to
internalize change

Relying on top-to-bottom cascading and
assuming that the messages in undistorted

Believing that leaders are equally capable of
telling a compelling story

8

STRATEGY ACTIVATION

Seek new virtues in a
discontinuous world

Activate your strategy instead of
communicating it

Make it easy to consume – kill the +200 page
PPTs as a communication vehicle

Activate through ‘sprints’ – short, intensive
and meaningful learning experience

Activate at scale with speed through a digital
platform

Continuously reaffirm strategic priorities –
kill the one-off communication campaigns
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Create meaningful engagement
to harness the collective
ingenuity of teams

M

aking a new strategy come to life with
speed and scale through meaningful
engagement on a digital platform
requires executives and companies to release
the strategy ‘communication’ practices of the
past and venture into strategy ‘activation’.

future; and understand how their work will
make a difference. Through shared meaning and
understanding, the collective workforce comes
to voluntarily adopt new, shared values and
initiate a culture shift.

Strategy activation is essentially a continuous
organizational learning process that raises the
capabilities of an entire workforce by helping
employees think and act in new ways. The
objective is to create an environment where
leaders and the organizations as a whole can
learn at or above the speed of change that
happens around them.

best, highest use. Through reflection and
dialogue, employees describe options to test
and practice new capabilities, and negotiate
new interdependencies so that teams can move
forward in unison and the company’s “next
practices” can emerge. Their collaborative
co-creation of new knowledge releases the
organization’s collective wisdom.

Strategy activation directs organization-wide
change in seven distinct ways.

First, it guides executives to convey strategy

through a compelling and inspiring story of the
future that elicits employee commitment, rather
than compliance and blind devotion. Inspiring
employees and then inviting them to shape
the company’s destiny unleashes their natural
talents, enthusiasm, imagination and creativity.

Second, it steers a company-wide conversation
using structured dialogue to “unfreeze” current
ways of thinking and working so that new
mental models can form and a new culture
can emerge. True alignment happens when
employees make their own connections to
the strategy. Structured dialogue lets every
person take part in creating meaning; connect
personal aspirations to the organization’s new
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Third, it puts an organization’s talent to its

Fourth, it requires leaders to take part in

dialogue, and monitor team understanding,
motivation and commitment. These actions by
leaders demonstrate collaborative behaviors
that mark a new commitment to creating
openness and building trust.

Fifth, it uses data and analytics to give senior

leaders new insights to overcome in real time,
formerly hidden barriers to understanding and
commitment, such as fear, capability gaps,
change fatigue, etc., that stall or block strategy
execution.

Lastly, it creates an organizational climate

that appreciates psychological safety; welcomes
diverse perspectives, openness, and a tolerance
for failure; and acknowledges the value of
“practicing” to build new capabilities over
“performing” to maintain the status quo.
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Joining forces to bring new
strategies to life

I

n a discontinuous world, leaders can no
longer expect their people to live and act in
accordance with a new strategy, everyday, if
they do not understand it nor unite behind it.
To help companies and their executives create
wide- spread understanding and commitment
to the strategic direction they have laid out –
and its underlying choices, EYBOX collaborates
with CORP/U –a provider of a leading digital
learning platform that allows people to read,
watch, reflect and discuss any change initiative.
Leveraging advanced analytics and deep
analysis of participants dialogue, the CORP/U
platform provides leaders evidence about the
level of understanding, advocacy, commitment,
barriers, etc.

“

Together, we aspire to make great, new
strategies come to life with speed and scale on
the world’s leading strategy activation platform.
We bring a proven and tested approach to set
organizations up for successful execution by
developing shared understanding and building
buy-in to new strategies and the underlying set
of choices.
In sum: EYBOX and CORP/U help makers,
creators and pioneers set their organizations up
to successfully execute on well-defined strategic
priorities to catalyze growth and value creation.
The starting point is scaled, swift, digitally
enabled strategy activation.

„

As strategy consultants, we too often see great strategies fail. Our collaboration with CORP/U aims
to narrow the strategy-execution gap. Simply put, we want to help leaders unite their people behind their
most important strategic agendas – fast and at great scale.

Jakob Wedel, Partner at EYBOX

Helping executive teams
seeing what’s next
and shape winning
strategies for a
discontinuous world
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Pioneering a SaaS platform to
alter how companies prepare
for a rapidly changing future
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Case-in-point:
Activating Nilfisk Next

N

ilfisk – one of the world’s leading providers
of professional cleaning equipment
and solutions – has embarked on a
transformational journey. This strategy is
called ‘Nilfisk Next’. It aims to drive Nilfisk’s
core business to the peak of its profitability
while positioning Nilfisk as the leader in
intelligent cleaning. It is a strategy with a dual
transformation agenda.
Hans Henrik Lund, CEO, asked EYBOX how
they could get their people to understand the
rationale and commit to the priorities in Nilfisk
Next while ensuring momentum and continuous
execution. Digitized strategy activation was the
answer.
Nilfisk – together with EYBOX and CORP/U –
engaged 500 of Nilfisk leaders and the Board of

“

„

Directors, in +10 digitized strategy activation
sprints. For 10 consecutive days, 30 minutes
each day, each participant read explanatory
strategy presentations, academic articles and
case studies. They also watched videos of
their executives, who passionately outlined
the transformational journey and the strategic
priorities. All participants were asked to
contribute their ideas and encouraged to engage
in framed discussions of the strategy. All sprints
were moderated by hand-picked Nilfisk leaders.
Analytics of the sprint identified sources
of corrective actions to further strengthen
understanding and commitment to Nilfisk Next.
Nilfisk will use CORP/U’s digital platform to
continuously reaffirm their strategy in 2019 –
and likely beyond.

I have never experienced a strategy roll-out delivering
such meaningful reflection, engagement and feedback. We
devoted a lot of time and energy into the development of
our transformational strategy — Nilfisk Next. We did the
same to activate it, using a fresh approach with a Digital
Activation Sprint model
Hans Henrik Lund, CEO, Nilfisk

Strategy activation results
500

89/100

leaders
engaged

NPS score for
top-150

+95%

identified
as highly
committed

+50%

+90%

engaged in
discussions

completion rate

Nilfisk by the numbers (2018)
Denmark | 1,054m€ revenue | 2.0% organic growth | 18.9 m€ EBIT | 5,500 employees
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Case-in-point:
Reimaging strategy execution

A

gilent Technologies – a global leader in
life sciences, diagnostics and applied
chemical markets – leveraged the CORP/U
platform, Agilent’s global manufacturing and
supply chain organization reported an 83
percent reduction in time-to-launch strategic
initiatives, resulting in more focused program
execution critical to operational performance
and further supporting improved margins.
Using the CORP/U platform, Agilent’s global
manufacturing and supply chain organization
reported an 83 percent reduction in timeto-launch strategic initiatives, resulting in
more focused program execution critical to
operational performance and further supporting

improved margins. According to Agilent, the
transition from design to implementation for
supply chain strategy was reduced to just 10
days — a process that historically spanned
months.
Agilent is reimagining the strategy execution
and communication process across the supply
chain, in ways that are only possible with
technology. Its leaders understand that putting
big ideas into action across a global enterprise
isn’t a one-and-done exercise; it takes ongoing
collaboration and structured dialogue to
transform strategy into culture and maximize
productivity.

“

„

Digital strategy “sprints” complement top-down communication
to accelerate strategy execution and harness the collective ingenuity of
teams. Digitized strategy activation has ensured speed and deep employee
engagement in translating our strategy into operational priorities.
Our ability to execute faster, better, and smarter has led to all our major
strategic projects being more than 85 percent on track

Lars Hartvig Kristiansen, Head of Strategy and Transformation

Strategy activation results
+3000
employees
engaged

94%

demonstrated
commitment to the
new strategy

+80%

+95%

engaged in
discussions

completion rate

Agilent Technologies by the numbers (2018)
Santa Clara, CA | 5$B revenue | 6% organic growth | 14,000 employees
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Strategy activation
– step guide
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STARTING
POINT

‘Make’ a new strategy for
the discontinuous world

-- Vision, beliefs and plausible futures
-- Optimization plays to drive the core business
to its peak profitability
-- Digital and innovation plays to develop the
future growth engines
-- Financial aspiration and targets

PLAN THE
SPRINT

Develop the curriculum
and content map for the
sprint and define sprint
participants

-- Core strategy narrative
-- Map of learning activities day-by-day in the
sprint
-- Outline and overview of content assets to be
produced
-- Segmentation of participants

PRODUCE
CONTENT

Develop bite-size
content assets for the
sprint (videos, reads,
discussions, etc.)

RUN THE
SPRINT

Onboard participants to
the platform, moderate
discussions and ensure
progress

MEASURE
IMPACT

Perform advanced
analytics throughout and
after the sprint

-- Feedback from participants
-- Data-driven insights on strategic buyin,
commitment, understanding, and more
-- Identification of corrective actions to
strengthen activation post-sprint

REINFORCE

Build communities (for
leaders, functions, etc.)
to continuously reaffirm
strategic priorities

-- Run Pulse checks on understanding and
commitment to the strategy
-- Release strategy updates and share execution
success stories
-- Prepare and run additional minisprints

-- Motivating and engaging leadership videos
-- Explanatory strategy reads
-- Outside-in perspectives and academic articles
-- Framing of strategic discussions

-- Thorough onboarding to the digital learning
platform
-- Engagement for 30 minutes per day for the
full sprint (e.g. 10 days)
-- Moderated discussions of strategic choices
and priorities

STRATEGY ACTIVATION

Getting started with
Strategy Activation
In the discontinuous world, strategies will fail if
they do not capture the hearts and minds of the
people, who are to live and breathe the strategy,
everyday.
CorpU’s cloud-based platform and methodology
deliver a next generation executive education
experience where leaders act on corporate
strategies, build organization capabilities,
master leadership skills and reshape cultures.

EYBOX is part of EY’s global strategy practice.
We help corporates, investors and founders to
see what’s next, navigate in a discontinuous
world, and unlock new sources of sustainable
growth. We call it #NewStrategy.
Together, we help corporates activate strategies
to narrow the strategy-execution gap and
reduce the ‘time-to-launch’ for critical strategic
initiatives. We collectively expand the toolbox.

Welcome outside.

Get in touch with the pioneers behind the ideas
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About EY
EY is a global leader in assurance, tax, transaction and advisory
services. The insights and quality services we deliver help build trust and
confidence in the capital markets and in economies the world over. We
develop outstanding leaders who team to deliver on our promises to all
of our stakeholders. In so doing, we play a critical role in building a better
working world for our people, for our clients and for our communities.
EY refers to the global organization, and may refer to one or more, of
the member firms of Ernst & Young Global Limited, each of which is a
separate legal entity. Ernst & Young Global Limited, a UK company limited
by guarantee, does not provide services to clients. For more information
about our organization, please visit ey.com.
© 2019 Ernst & Young P/S. CVR no. 30700228
All Rights Reserved.
This material has been prepared for general informational purposes
only and is not intended to be relied upon as accounting, tax, or other
professional advice. Please refer to your advisors for specific advice.
ey.com/dk
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