
Q&A with Joseph Jimenez and Donald Sull on 

bridging the strategy 
implementation gap

Corporate leaders recognise that transforming a strategic vision into reality 
is crucial to success. Most companies, however, find this difficult in practice. 
In prior Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) research, 61% of respondents 
acknowledged that their firms often struggle to bridge this gap, and just 
over half of strategic initiatives were completed successfully.1 To gain a 
more in-depth understanding of this complex field, the EIU interviewed 
Joseph Jimenez, CEO of Novartis, and Donald Sull, Senior Lecturer at the 
MIT Sloan School of Management, about strategy implementation.
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EIU: We know that many organisations have difficulties with strategy implementation. What are some 
issues people tend to misunderstand about it?

Jimenez:  In my experience as CEO, I’ve been a bit surprised to find that people sometimes make the 
mistake of focusing on only one single time horizon. Strategy implementation is twofold—short-term and 
long-term. Making short-term adjustments can be part of the strategy, but focusing solely on “quick-fixes” 
can create gaps that undermine the sustainability of a new strategy. At other times, a disproportionate 
focus on the long term can slow momentum, and people become disillusioned. You have to balance them.

Sull: The dominant metaphor we have for implementation is flawed in a way that hinders our 
understanding. Implicitly people think of an organisation as a machine, with a leadership team at 
the top, silos below and mechanistic levers of control. The idea is that if you pull these levers, you 
will get that outcome. As a result, many executives think you set strategy at the top, divide it up into 
chunks, reward people for achieving their chunks and punish them if they don’t. That widespread view 
is fundamentally wrong-headed.

It is much better to think about large companies as complex adaptive systems. In other words, they are 
built from teams, some of which are inside and some even outside the formal organisation. These teams 
focus, as they should, on their local objectives—you want salespeople focused on their customers, 
for example—but they also need to co-ordinate their activities with other parts of the organisation. 
Strategy implementation is less about pulling levers of control, and more about providing guardrails 
within which activities emerge.

EIU: I’d like to dig deeper into what you say about big companies comprising elements that are sometimes 
outside their formal, institutional structures. Discussions of strategy implementation generally focus 
on the organisation itself. How important is it to look at outside actors, such as partners, customers or 
competitors, when turning strategic vision into reality?
 
Sull: A lot of the time, people view an organisation as a hierarchy and equate implementation with what 
goes on up and down the chain of command. If you think about an organisation as a complex adaptive 
system, though, you realise that it looks like a network, not a traditional org chart. And some of the most 
important nodes for executing strategy lie outside the formal boundaries of the firm; others will be inside, 
others straddling the two.

What can leaders do to implement strategy in an ecosystem rather than a hierarchy? They can select 
partners based on their fit with strategy and culture rather than convenience or because they offer the 
lowest prices. If execution depends on your distributors, involve some of them in strategy formulation 
just as you would your middle-management leaders. Think about the forums for ongoing discussion with 
them. Measure how things are going with your partners just as you measure how things are going with 
teams inside your organisation. With this view of how companies operate in the real world, it becomes 
obvious that you have to do the same things to manage execution with external partners as you do internally.
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Jimenez: We exist as a company to serve our customers and patients above all. This is especially important 
when you are executing a new strategy or turning around a business.

When we were starting to work on turning around Alcon [Novartis’ eye-care subsidiary], we were very  
intentional about spending a lot of time in the field, talking to our customers—the eye surgeons—to 
understand their needs and how we could better deliver for them. This led to a number of changes to the 
way we interact with them, and involve them in our early product development.

More generally, when different parts of the organisation are implementing a strategy, such a focus 
helps with the alignment of their various efforts. As long as all elements [of the strategy] keep the 
patient at the forefront, the implementation projects will complement each other.

EIU: That last answer points to a broader issue: the link between corporate culture—in Novartis’ case its 
patient focus—and strategy implementation. Turning to another cultural issue of particular relevance 
here, how do you create an environment, indeed a whole culture, that balances accountability with the 
need for risk-taking inherent in disruptive strategies?

Jimenez: Risk-taking is an important element of creating breakthrough innovation. I tell our associates at 
Novartis that it is okay to fail. In fact, our best people fail the most. With each failure they come closer to a 
breakthrough that could change the practice of medicine. But it is also important to know when an idea 
has failed, and when to move on. Each failure brings learnings that can be applied to make our teams 
more successful in the future.

To create a positive culture with the right level of risk-taking, you can’t just have a one-off initiative. It 
needs to be a constant discussion. Recognising those who took risks and were successful—and even 
those who failed but learned something valuable from the effort—is a critical component of encouraging 
this behaviour and frame of mind. Behaviour is a function of consequence, both positive and negative. If 
people who take risks and fail are punished, soon no one will take risks.

Sull: A common misconception is that all firms need to recognise and reward performance to drive 
execution. That’s too simplistic. Excessive focus on performance and tightly linking it to high-powered 
incentives leads people to sandbag: they will tend to focus on objectives that are easy to achieve—like 
cost reduction or incremental innovation—rather than more ambitious goals like disruptive innovation or 
new business models that may be crucial for the firm’s future success. To encourage necessary innovation 
and change, top leaders must encourage and reward risk-taking, even though this will sometimes result 
in failure and dead ends. If the leadership slams anyone who doesn’t meet their goals, you can guarantee 
employees will play it safe, and only commit to goals they are sure to achieve. 

When deciding how tightly to link rewards to performance, a lot depends on the mix of routine versus 
innovative activities required to implement a company’s strategy.  Our research suggests that if your 
strategy requires flawless execution of activities that employees know how to do, like implementing a 
strategy of cost reduction or incremental innovation to the core product, then it is fine to shoot for, and 
reward those who achieve, 100% of their goals. If employees need to do something novel and uncertain, 
then demanding 100% achievement of goals will inhibit the experimentation and learning required to 
succeed. Companies need to recognise that there is a trade-off.
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Key insights

Our interviewees’ comments indicate that effective strategy implementation requires the following: 

1. Keeping sometimes disparate elements in balance: Long- and short-term considerations, along 
with the views of internal and external stakeholders, require simultaneous, co-ordinated attention.

2. Paying more than lip service to working with those outside the organisation: Evolving customers’ 
wishes need to be the focus not only when formulating strategy but as it is put in place. Similarly, 
those partners external to the business yet essential to strategic success—such as distributors or 
R&D partners—cannot be left out of the process.

3. Creating a culture that rewards implementation of the kind of strategy you want: An inevitable 
tension exists between holding people accountable for measurable results and encouraging the 
kind of risk-taking needed for disruptive new strategies. Any system of rewards and accountability 
must therefore be geared to the nature of the strategy being pursued. Ideally, in all cases, it should 
reward intelligent failures more than easy successes.
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