
A CRITICAL
PARTNERSHIP: 
YOUR EMPLOYEES AND YOUR BUSINESS STRATEGY

Realizing your vision takes more than great strategy and implementation. You need to 
create “stategic alignment” to make the strategy an integral part of the very fiber of your 
organization.
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Close your eyes and picture a Viking ship. Imagine the long wooden hull; the brilliant red and white 
sails. Now imagine that ship has the oarsmen sitting on all sides of the boat.  Additionally, they are 
randomly facing different directions. What would happen? The ship would go absolutely nowhere 
– no matter how hard the oarsmen all worked, their only progress would be towards exhausting 
themselves.

So why do so many companies try to execute strategies with their people rowing in different direc-
tions? To realize your vision takes more than a great idea and hard work. You also need to make sure 
that hard work is properly directed, that your strategy is an integral part of the very fiber of your 
organization. You need to create “strategic alignment.” 

A CRITICAL PARTNERSHIP:  
YOUR EMPLOYEES AND  

YOUR BUSINESS STRATEGY
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CREATING ALIGNMENT
Strategy drives decisions. Decisions drive actions. Ac-
tions drive results. To get the results you want, get 
the people who set the strategy and those who make 
the decisions on the same page with the people who 
take the actions. Alignment enables your manage-
ment team to push the organization in the direction 
you intend.

How do we get alignment? There are five basic steps 
that you must take:

1. Strategic alignment needs to be built into the core 
structure of the organization.

2. Employees must understand the overall 
organizational strategy.

3. Employees must have the conceptual tools that 
allow them to strategically think about their work.

4. Strategy must be reflected in the structure of 
each individual job—especially those in critical 
areas.

5. You must have buy-in to the strategy.

1. Organizational Structure

The structure of your company can greatly help or 
hinder strategic alignment. It’s very common in larg-
er organizations to find a “silo effect” in which de-
partments operate with almost complete autonomy.  
While this often allows these individual departments 
to develop their capabilities with a laser focus, it of-
ten also results in a lack of efficiency and flexibility in 
activities requiring cross-departmental cooperation. 

This effect can play in your favor if you can create 
silos around separate strategic business units, but it 
will likely present obstacles to integrating an acquired 
company or tackling organization-wide change initia-
tives like quality or IT.

Some very successful organizations have dealt with 
this challenge by creating matrix organizational struc-
tures that break down silo walls by creating report-
ing structures for both operational functions (i.e., ac-
counting, sales, manufacturing) and market or product 
niches (i.e., biofuels, chlorine, cosmetics, polymers).

2. Understanding the Strategy

There are three primary ways to satisfy customers: 
price, quality, and service. No successful business can 
successfully be all things to all people, so you need to 
figure out where your competitive advantage lies and 
strategize accordingly.

Strong strategy requires strong focus and the more 
strategically focused the organization, the more im-
portant it is that decisions are to be made in align-
ment with strategy. For example, companies that 
supply commodities must offer the lowest prices; one 
decision that results in a price increase could cause 
a significant loss of market share. They may invest 
in efficiency while sacrificing investments in quali-
ty or service. On the other hand, a premium goods 
manufacturer, like Rolls-Royce, can’t be distracted by 
consumers who object to their high prices and must, 
instead, constantly search for ways to enhance their 
cars (which will, in turn, justify the high price).
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An organization’s strategy drives its decision making, 
and employees cannot be expected to make the right 
decisions unless they have a clear understanding of 
the strategy.

3. The Conceptual Tools

Strategic alignment can only work if the employees 
already have the conceptual tools required for good 
strategic thinking. These tools include examples, role 
models, and training. Some very successful organiza-
tions have dealt with this challenge by creating matrix 
organizational structures that break down silo walls 
by creating reporting structures for both operational 
function (i.e., accounting, sales, manufacturing) and 
market or product niches (i.e., biofuels, chlorine,cos-
metics, polymers).

While all employees do not need to be great strategic 
thinkers, they must be able to understand how their 
work fits into the success of the organization.  From 
a technical intern to the CEO, every member of the 
organization needs to understand how your business 
makes a profit. More importantly, employees today 
want to know that they are contributing to a better 
future, so make sure they understand how your orga-
nization makes a difference in the world – and show 
them that they are an integral piece of this puzzle. 
Then make it personal and show them how the proper 
implementation of the strategy will make them better 
off by increasing their job security and the likelihood 
that they get promotions and pay increases.

4. Job Structure

The way you hire, train, compensate and retain your 
employees must coordinate with your corporate strat-
egies. For example, if you target commodity custom-
ers, you might want to follow one of two hiring pol-
icies: Hire highly skilled people whose skills improve 
your efficiency, or hire cheap people who simply cost 
less. You would then want to train people to focus on 
efficiency and eliminating defects while offering pay 
systems that reward people for controlling costs.

Conversely, if you have a specialty strategy, you may 
want to look for innovative thinkers who can add 
value to your product or service. You may also offer 
incentives for providing exceptional service and de-
lighting customers.

A big mistake many companies make is the tendency 
to use specialty people in places where they should 
use commodity ones—or vice versa. In today’s job 
market, with unemployment reaching record lows and 
job openings reaching record highs, it’s easy for em-

ployers to want to take what they can get, even if the 
employee is not quite the right fit. While it may cost 
more up front, though, you should never hire a person 
who fails to fit your strategy. The long-term costs of a 
hiring mistake will be far greater!

5. Buy-in

No strategy will succeed without employee support. 
By providing conceptual tools and communication, 
you will go a long way towards getting buy-in, but 
you will probably still find some people who just won’t 
go along. In a non-strategic position, this might be 
possible to overlook. But in a strategic role, a lack of 
alignment cannot be tolerated.

When you see a lack of buy-in, ask yourself: is this 
objection valid? Is there anything I can do to bring the 
employee around? If so, re-evaluate the strategy and 
execution. If not, you’d be best off parting company 
with the employee as soon as possible. Strategic con-
flict is a lose-lose-lose scenario. The employee loses 
by working in an organization where he or she feels 
conflicted and where opportunities will be limited. You 
lose because the strategy will most likely fail when 
executed by people who lack commitment. And your 
customers lose as your organization’s performance 
falters.

Getting people to buy into a strategy means, in part, 
you have to get them to believe in it. Ideally, use em-
ployee input in crafting the strategy. At a minimum, 
make sure the strategy offers clear benefits for your 
employees—in terms of improved working conditions, 
increased compensation, new job opportunities, and/
or increased job security.

ALIGNMENT EQUALS SUCCESS
When you achieve strategic alignment, you will find 
better support for the implementation of your strate-
gies and more effective day-to-day use of your strat-
egies at all levels of your organization. This will make 
the difference between struggling to make your vi-
sion a reality and smoothly flowing into the future 
you have defined.
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As the world’s leading Executive Search Firm specializing in the chemical, consumer products and 
technology industries, we understand the challenges you face in trying to find the perfect fit for those 
highly specialized and complex executive positions.

Ropella excels at finding those select few executive candidates with the right skills, qualifications, 
background and management style, who fit your compensation parameters and are ready to relocate.

We believe nobody should have to waste time screening resumes of candidates who aren’t qualified, don’t 
fit your compensation parameters, aren’t serious about the role or aren’t ready to relocate. That’s why we 
developed the SMART Search System® to provide our clients with precise and predictable hiring results, 
giving them a huge competitive advantage.

ABOUT ROPELLA


