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Many companies find turning 

strategy into action very 

challenging, not because 

of a weakness in the strategy itself, 

but because the organization is not 

aligned to, or focused on, its success.

The consequences can be sig-

nificant: divisions within senior 

management, attrition of high-per-

forming staff, missed economic op-

portunities and ultimately a loss of 

competitive advantage. Talent avail-

ability, especially at the senior ranks, 

is often perceived to be a particu-

larly serious issue in China, due to a 

lack of required capabilities among 

candidates, according to a 2017 Hay 

Group survey of human resources 

professionals in China.

Organizations which struggle to 

deliver on their strategy typically dis-

play three main symptoms: 1) lead-

ership and strategic misalignment, 

such as a lack of commitment from 

leaders on strategic direction; 2) be-

havioral limitations throughout the 

organization, including a lack of trust 

and empowerment to do things dif-

ferently; and 3) an inability to effect 

change, often because of cultural 

inertia. These symptoms are exac-

erbated for international companies 

operating in China because distance, 

language and cultural assumptions 

can increase misunderstanding.  

Weak measurement and commu-

nication systems further contribute 

to the problem in many organiza-

tions, making it hard to understand 

the status quo, the opportunities for 

change and how well strategic pro-

grams are being implemented. 

 Leadership and 
 strategy

Senior management teams with a 

clear and compelling strategy often 

assume that their plans will naturally 

cascade down to divisional and func-

tional groups, resulting in a cohesive 

approach that continually reinforces 

top-level goals. Unfortunately, this 
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often does not happen.  

It could be as simple as the China 

strategy not being aligned with the 

corporate strategy. The question of-

ten on executives’ minds is: what can 

be expected of China?  The answer is 

now often that it is not simply a top-

line driven strategy anymore, and the 

focus has switched somewhat to the 

expectation of efficiency in China.

The leadership team may not 

be tight enough or committed and 

united in its desire to implement 

change. This may be because, de-

spite paying lip service to the strat-

egy, not everyone agrees with it. Or, 

they may have a different interpre-

tation of how they and their depart-

ments fit into the corporate plan. 

Perhaps they are ineffective com-

municators, are indecisive decision-

makers or generally don’t model the 

right leadership behavior.

In a business environment de-

manding constant innovation to re-

main competitive, leaders need to 
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be fully committed to the company’s 

strategy and highly collaborative 

with each other to deliver it. So the 

key priority at the start of a strategic 

change initiative is to fix any issues in 

this area.

The first step in turning strategy 

into action is to conduct a 360-de-

gree analysis of leaders’ alignment 

with the organization’s strategy to 

ensure that everyone is on board 

with the goals and the plans for 

achieving them.   

Illustrative example: an organi-

zation optimization to recommit 

to executing existing China strat-

egy for a global pharmaceutical 

company

A leading global pharma-

ceutical company would like 

to streamline and optimize 

its China operation model to 

achieve operational goals and 

execution efficiency. L.E.K. sup-

ported the company in assess-

ing its current operation model, 

optimized the organizational 

design, developed supporting 

enablers, implemented the pro-

cess plan and activated the new 

model.  

The company’s China leader-

ship team demonstrated clear 

and strong commitment to sup-

porting its China growth goals 

and proposed “Interdependence 

of the key functions” as the over-

all philosophy of the organiza-

tion set-up. Interdependence 

means equal and collaborative 

relationships among headquar-

ters, regional teams and support 

functions, along with balanced 

responsibility and accountabil-

ity. This interdependence theme 

has since been mentioned in al-

most every meeting in both the 

Shanghai home office and re-

gional offices and field forces.

Reviews conducted post-

launch continue to highlight the 

leadership alignment. The clear 

signal from the top adds credi-

bility to the strategy and leads 

to the company acting as one 

despite the multiple reporting 

relationships for China vs re-

gion, corporate vs division and 

function vs business.

 Core and supporting
 capabilities

A successful strategy requires that 

management teams know which ca-

pabilities are core to its delivery and 

which create sustainable differentia-

tion from competitors. This also means 

being honest about which capabilities 

are less important. If you have a clear 

view of the capabilities you need for 

your strategy to be successful, you will 

immediately create more focus. 

In a vast country like China, the 

key capabilities needed to be suc-

cessful in tier-1 cities might not be 

the same as those for expansion into 

tier-3 cities, nor are the resources 

and investments the same. Pharmas 

in China, for example, have mostly 

stopped the incremental sales force 

expansion to get incremental sales 

into the next smaller city and next 

smaller hospital. Depending on the 

portfolio, entire regions or products 

are now being partnered out, as 

core skills required a change from 

clinical promotions to hospital ac-

cess and margin maintenance. 

The most valuable assessment 

of this often comes from em-

ployees within the organization. 

Their views often highlight any 

major differences in perspective 

between executives and middle 

management, or across functions 

and divisions, so careful and ob-

jective handling of the process is 

required to get to a prioritization of 

the organization’s capabilities that 

everyone buys into.
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Diagnostic analysis of capability development priorities

Prioritize for change

Limit to essentials Check for over-delivery
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Performance

Monitor closely

New Customer 
Acquisition

IT Applications

HR Business 
Partnering

Contractor
Management

Supplier Cost 
Management

Non-Core Services
Transactional HR

International
Operations

Cross-sell

Planning, Forecasting & 
Budgeting

Customer
Service Key Account 

Management

Facilities
Management

Digital
Service Offering

Health & SafetyBrand Building

Pricing

Source: L.E.K. analysis
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Illustrative example: capability 

assessment by a leading TV and 

film company

A leading company in the 

global film and television indus-

try had significant ambitions for 

international growth. It wanted to 

replicate its home market oper-

ating model, which it considered 

best-in-class, in new territories. 

An in-depth analysis of the com-

pany’s capabilities showed that 

performance within several crit-

ical areas was poor, including 

customer service, sourcing and IT 

(see Figure: Diagnostic analysis of 

capability development priorities). 

As a result, the senior manage-

ment team agreed that there was 

a need for significant investment 

to develop a robust platform that 

could be expanded internation-

ally, as well as a major review and 

update of core processes and 

functional tools.

 Putting strategy 
 into action

Those of us in China know that 

despite all the headwinds men-

tioned by AmCham member sur-

veys and the whiffs of trade wars on 

the horizon, expectations for growth 

in China continue to be high and ex-

ecuting a growth strategy remains 

top-of-mind. Starting with leader-

ship and strategy, and the core and 

supporting capabilities are clearly 

the right steps. The process doesn’t 

stop there, however, and needs to 

move on to addressing structure, 

process and talent considerations.

The key to successfully deliv-

ering a strategy is addressing fric-

tion points within the organization 

and establishing a baseline against 

which progress can be measured 

— and enthusing, engaging and 

mobilizing the workforce. This is a 

big task and many management 

teams find it very tough to com-

plete, but it is incumbent upon 

them to get it right if they are to 

deliver on their commitments.  I

The six steps required to transform strategy into action 

Talent is deployed, developed, measured & 
rewarded to drive performance

Ability and desire to accept and 
implement change rapidly and 

effectively

Effective organizational structure 
and functional interfaces

Organizational capabilities support strategy 
execution and value creation

Clear roles and decision rights drive efficient 
& effective business processes 

Cohesive team empowers the organization 
& drives the right behaviors

2
Core &

Supporting
Capabilities

3
Structural
Fluency

4
Process

Effectiveness

5
Talent

Management & 
Development

6
Change

Readiness 1
Leadership
& Strategy

Source: L.E.K. analysis

A successful 

strategy requires 

that management 

teams know which 

capabilities are 

core to its delivery… 

This also means 

being honest about 

which capabilities 

are less important


