Hrebiniak's reasons why strategy implementation fails. 

(points 1–5 are from Hrebiniak’s account of his personal experience; points 6–11 are from his survey research):

1
 Managers are trained to plan, not to execute. This criticism could be levelled at many training consultancies and business schools, but it explains the emphasis that the OU Business School places on practice-based learning (i.e. the priority given to students’ own experience in the learning process).

2
 Implementation has low status. Customer service is often one of the lowest-status roles in an organisation (if pay and conditions are anything to go by). But it can make the difference to retaining and developing business. It is odd that more organisations do not reflect this in their thinking about status.
3
 Failure to realise that planning and execution are interdependent. In rehearsal (and even during the run of a play), a director will often cut lines and stage props which might make sense on the page, but prove to be cumbersome in performance. Similarly, part of the art of playwriting is knowing what ‘works’ on stage.

4
 Implementation takes longer than planning.

5
 Implementation involves more people.

Points 4 and 5 mean that there is more time and opportunity for things to go wrong, or for complications to develop. Any long-term or large-scale project has the potential for delay, distractions and defections (think of preparations for major sporting events, for example: a favourite topic of adverse media reporting around the world).

6
 An inability to manage change. We all have experience of the unsettling nature of change and our tendency to resist it. We tend to be more comfortable with things as they are, but staying in the same place too long can lead to problems.

7
 Poor or vague strategy. Perhaps it is too easy to blame the planners for coming up with unrealistic targets and timescales. This is just the other side of the earlier point about the interdependence of planning and execution – plans need to be feasible (as in the example from the theatre).

8
 Lack of guidelines or a model to guide implementation efforts. Hrebiniak suggests strategists need to be much more detailed in their instructions, and he devotes part of the rest of his article to outlining just such a model. Without clear guidelines on implementation, and faced with the unfamiliar, managers (or consultants) may be tempted to fall back on methods which have worked in the past but are no longer relevant.

9
 Poor or inadequate information sharing. With the pressure to achieve results, often in a situation where there are a number of actors (as in a major civil engineering project, for example), it is not surprising that coordination gets overlooked.

10
 Unclear responsibility and accountability. This can be seen as a consequence of the lack of guidelines to support implementation mentioned earlier.

11
 Working against the organisational power structure. We mentioned in the block introduction the need for managers to choose their ground carefully when it comes to driving change. I can think of several examples of managers who have been recruited from outside an organisation to manage change, who have then fallen foul of political forces once in post.
Summary: strategy and culture
These are the learning points we want to emphasise on the relationship between strategy and culture:

· To paraphrase Whittington (2003), structures and systems primarily rely on people, and work only as well as those people are capable of doing.

· Culture shapes the people and, therefore, the behaviour, personality and practices of the whole organisation.
· Culture enables the organisation to work as a social system and exerts a powerful influence on the whole strategy process.

· Culture forms a tacit feature of an organisation’s operational effectiveness, and makes imitation by competitors more difficult.

· As with systems and structure, there is no one best culture that fits all organisations and their strategies. To be an organisational strength, culture must support strategy.

· Often, change in strategic direction requires adjustments to culture.

Four Schools of Strategy

Classical
This perspective assumes that ‘rational economic man’ is in charge, seeking to maximise profits through rationally planned activity with perfect knowledge and freedom to act. Theoretically, all firms in an industry should be doing the same thing as there can be only one right ‘rational’ answer in a given set of circumstances. The only way to explain differences between firms from this perspective would be to argue that there are conditions in the environment which prevent firms from following the optimum rational path. E.g. some may be more vulnerable to the effects of a badly run banking sector which does not administer loans rationally and therefore hampers their performance. This is an example of ‘the economist’s view’ of inter-firm variability – seeing it as caused by external factors. 

Evolutionary
According to this view, the market selects the winners – just as in the natural world natural selection ensures the survival of the fittest. This process requires there to be a variety of species (or firms) from which to select. So the differences between firms in an industry come about not from imperfections in the system (as suggested by the Classical view) but from the natural emergence of variety from which the market will select. By doing something different from the rest, firms in a particular industry are betting on the likelihood that an unpredictable future environment will select them from the variety available. 

Processual
This perspective takes a different view of human nature than the Classical perspective. Rejecting ‘rational economic man’, it sees people having limited ability to obtain and use information they need to make a decision. Unlike the Evolutionary perspective, it does not expect the market to select the best from what is available, pointing out that some firms (often because they are first into a market and thus have a stranglehold on distribution) can win out over competitors whose products are actually better. According to the Processual perspective, firms differ simply because of largely unpredictable events resulting from compromises, experiments and learning which characterise corporate life. 

Systemic 


Systemic theory emphasises the systems (cultural, political, social, etc.) in which decision makers are embedded. This is in contrast with the Classical perspective, which imagines managers as perfectly rational and floating free of the situations about which they need to make decisions. The Systemic perspective sees the differences between firms as the result of the different social and economic systems in which they are embedded. 

