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Critical Conversations That Reset
How Your Organization Manages

Initiatives

By Bob Frisch, Managing Partner, and Cary Greene, Partner,

Strategic Offsites Group

To give your strategy a fighting chance of success, you must be
able to do two things supremely well: prioritize strategic initiatives
and integrate them for maximum impact. However, both of these
tasks—in even the best-run organizations—more often than not
prove inherently difficult and frustrating.

Many executives rightly see the senior
management team (SMT) as the ideal
venue for discussing these activities.
But they often fail to structure these
conversationsin a way that lever-

ages the team’s unique strengths and
defuses political sensitivities. Moreover,
many cannot see past a false ideal of
precision to the well-constructed port-
folio of initiatives most likely to achieve
the organization’s strategic objectives.
But there’s good news: A few simple
changes to the way you approach these
discussions can make all the difference.

Asking the Nearly Impossible:
Prioritizing Initiatives

The typical organization has scores of
initiatives planned or in progress at
any given time. In the inventories of
initiatives in organizations we have ob-
served, we rarely find fewer than 50-60.
In fact, the number usually reaches as
high as 80-120. With such huge inven-
tories, corporate resources get sucked
into activities of widely varying quality
and relevance, often to the surprise and
displeasure of the CEO.

Instinctively, most CEOs want to call a
meeting of the SMT, take out a red pen,
and have the team start drawing lines
through initiatives. But each initiative
has an owner somewhere in the orga-
nization who believes in it. And when
SMTs consider initiatives one by one, it’s
the rare initiative that can be immedi-
ately dismissed: Someone, somewhere

in the organization, had a good reason
forinitially sponsoring each project or
program. Invariably, a long list of inher-
ently good ideas remains.

The usual path out of thisimpasse is
torank order the initiatives. But rank
ordering runs into some fundamental
conflicts. For one thing, it puts team
members in the untenable position of
either lobbing grenades into another
team member’s territory or defending
their own area’s initiatives from chal-
lenge. Furthermore, team members who
agree to the cancellation of an initiative
in their area will have to justify the loss
to their people. And more powerful
team members may be able to protect
their initiatives regardless of merit.

Attempting to overcome such barri-
ers, some organizations use initiative
weighting and scoring systems. Criteria
such as business value, confidence to
deliver, risk,and so on are established
and weighted. Each initiative is then
assigned points for how well it fulfills
each criterion. Finally, each initiative’s
points are multiplied by the weight of
the criteria it helps fulfill. These calcula-
tions ultimately generate a mathemati-
cally determined rank order for each
initiative.

Weighted systems do get several
things right. For example, criteria make
explicit what the organization is trying
to optimize. Initiatives are evaluated
relative to each other, rather thanin

isolation. And deferring the question of
which initiatives will be funded makes
the process easier.

But the apparent precision of the
rankings is an illusion created by the
mechanistic scoring system. Is that SAP
upgrade exactly two points superior to
outsourcing routine legal work? Further,
it’s all too easy for team members

to game the system—by assigning
unreasonably high scores to specific at-
tributes of the initiatives they favor. As
the CEO of a leading financial services
firm says, “I can poke holes in these
scores all day. How do | make sure we’re
actually going to allocate our capital
and other resources against our most
important priorities?”

A Better Way Forward:

“Fuzzy Logic”

There is a more productive and ulti-
mately easier way to determine relative
preferences regarding initiatives. This
approach retains the advantages of
weighted systems and defuses politi-
cal sensitivities. However, instead of
artificially forcing questions about
initiatives into quantitative systems,
it embraces “fuzzy logic” to move the
conversation forward.

The approach begins with an inventory
of all initiatives—proposed, planned,
or under way—and a one-page descrip-
tion of each. This description typically
includes information such as the initia-
tive’s executive owner, background
issues, people involved, a high-level
cost-benefit analysis, milestones and
timing, and definitions and measures
of success. Each SMT member then
assesses the portfolio of initiatives
that fall under his or her purview and
determines an initial placement of the
initiatives on a three-by-three matrix
organized along two axes: importance
and time.

Assigning initiatives to the categories
of Must do, Should do, and Nice to do
means evaluating them according to
theirimportance. And that is where the



It’s not rocket science—and doesn’t need to be. Bucketing
initiatives by relative position on the development path in this
way can free the team from the rigid logic of rank ordering or

metrics-based approaches.

fuzzy logic comes in. Those categories
are sufficiently broad to be easily under-
stood yet sufficiently clear to provide
actual meaning: These are things we
must do; these are things we should
do—butif things get tight, we can get
by without doing them; and these are
things that would be nice to do if we
have sufficient resources available.

Assigning initiatives to the categories of
nowy/soon/later addresses the issue of
urgency. Discussions of urgency often
bog down in absurdly precise projec-
tions of timing. Again, fuzzy logic breaks
through such artificial precision: Soon
isn’t now, but it’s before later. It’s much
easier to assign initiatives to these
three time categories than to fit them
on atimeline, and far more productive.

Armed with these six categories on two
dimensions—must do, should do, and
nice to do forimportance, and now,
soon, and later for urgency—an SMT
can productively discuss initiatives and
priorities along the nine-cell matrix that
results. This conversation can help the
CEO and the SMT rapidly achieve an
enormous amount of organizational
alignment.

To begin the conversation, the SMT
members’ three-by-three initial place-
ments are collated into one large wall
chartdisplayed in the front of the
room. Initially, virtually every initiative
shows up as a must do/now, with the
occasional initiative described as must
do/soon or should do/now. The starting
point of the exercise reflects the reality
that led to the meeting: Executive
owners see almost every initiative as a
high priority, collectively outstripping
the organization’s ability to execute
them. What follows is the process

we use to help groups determine the
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relative importance and urgency of all
these high-priority items in relation to
one another, not against some external
criterion.

Determining Importance

We start by selecting what we believe
to be one of the most important initia-
tives from the must do/now cell. Then
we initiate a discussion focused solely
on this initiative’s importance. (Does
the company have to do it?) For the
time being, we leave aside the question
of urgency. Usually, the group readily
agrees that the initiative is important,
so it can be transferred to a second,
empty wall chart.

From the original group of must do/
now, a second initiative is selected,

and the group is asked to discuss its
importance relative to the importance
of the prior initiative. There is no discus-
sion of the second initiative’s intrinsic
merits, and the question of funding is
not on the table. (Determining relative
funding levels is the CEQ’s prerogative,
of course, and he or she will make the
call later.) This is where such discussions
really take off. Why? The group works to
answer one—and only one—question:
Is the second initiative more important
or less important than the first one we
discussed?

Once the team has achieved a rough
consensus on this question, the second
initiative is placed accordingly on the
new chart. Then a third oneis discussed
and placed, and so on. Soon, relative
priorities among the original group of
must do/now begin to emerge.

Initiatives start to form clusters of
seemingly equal importance. As those
clusters get too large, group members
can subdivide them by asking whether
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a particularinitiative belongs in the top
half or the bottom half of the cluster.
Eventually, like an amoeba, the cluster
separates into two. In this way, it’s pos-
sible to create finer and finer gradations
until you have a reasonable hierarchy
of initiatives. In our experience, it’s
usually enough to subdivide until you
arrive at quartiles, which is sufficient to
determine which tranches of projects
will be funded under different resource
scenarios.

Determining Urgency

We then follow the same procedure to
determine urgency. From the top quar-
tile of importance, we pull an initiative
and transfer it to an empty wall chart.
We've already agreed that the initiative
is something the company has to do,
but we haven’t agreed as to when. So
we pull another initiative from the top
quartile and consider when (in relation
to theinitiative already on the chart)
the second initiative should be done—
sooner or later. Then we take a third
initiative, and so on. We do this until
the initiatives now arrayed horizontally
begin to form clusters by urgency, just
as they did by importance. Typically, we
work through the first three importance
quartiles, which correspond roughly to
must do/should do/nice to do. And we
end up with those initiatives distributed
according to urgency: now, soon, later.
We can then place the initiativesin

the nine-cell matrix, as in Figure 1. This
matrix provides a strong visual repre-
sentation of the importance and timing
of initiatives simultaneously.

It’'s not rocket science—and doesn’t
need to be. Bucketing initiatives by
relative position on the development
path in this way can free the team
from therigid logic of rank ordering or
metrics-based approaches. Through
the dialogue sparked by the process,
SMT members gain not only a detailed
understanding of what’s going on
throughout the organization but also
aclearer picture of the rationale for



prioritizing one initiative over another.
This approach transforms one of the
SMT’s most frustrating tasks into one of
its most productive and rewarding.

Hitting the Bull’s Eye: Making
Initiatives Work Together

The prioritization discussion deter-
mines which initiatives are important
and how urgent they are. The integra-
tion discussion, presented below, tests
whether the initiatives are focused in
away that will provide the maximum
contribution to the organization’s major
strategic objectives.

To start the integration discussion,
large sheets of paper with images of
archery-style targets are placed on the
wall. Each has an inner ring—the bull’s
eye—and two additional concentric
rings. The top of each sheet is labeled
with one of the company’s major strate-
gic objectives.

For example, for a technology company
that went through this process, the
objectives for the coming year were:

- Increase gross margins by 14%.

- Improve customer satisfaction
to 95%.

«Increase unit share of our core market
by 10%.

« Cut cycle time for new product intro-
ductions by 40 days.

The SMT opened the discussion

by choosing an initiative from the
prereading: “Create a council of

critical customers to meet directly with
product engineering during early stage
of product development.” The group
then discussed which of the four critical
targets the initiative helps achieve

and how close to the center to place

it: bull’s eye, second ring, or outer ring.
Proximity to the center depended on
whether the initiative directly drove the
desired outcome (bull’s eye), had a close
relationship but wasn’t aimed directly
at the outcome (second ring), or had a
tangential role (outer ring).
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i FIGURE 1: PRIORITIZING THE INITIATIVE PORTFOLIO: IMPORTANCE VERSUS

URGENCY 9-CELL MATRIX

We find it helpful to use a simple 9-cell matrix, which embraces “fuzzy logic,” to
array the initiatives under consideration. The matrix allows the management
team to prioritize initiatives relative to one another across two dimensions:

importance and urgency.

Team members agreed that a council
of critical customers would certainly
boost customer satisfaction because
products would be more closely tuned
to customer needs when introduced.
But they also concurred that the initia-
tive, designed specifically to make the
most important customers happier,
might not affect the broader base of
customers who used the company’s
products in a wide array of applications.
So ayellow sticky note with the initia-
tive title was placed on the second ring
of the customer satisfaction target.

Most initiatives end up somewhere on
one or more of the targets. Sometimes,
however, an initiative doesn’t hit any
ring on any of the targets and ends

up on aflip chart. The initiative may
be important and will be pursued, but
it might not significantly affect the
outcome on any strategic objective.

It also raises a flag that the initiative
does not contribute meaningfully

to company strategic objectives and
might be considered for elimination or
deferral.

The “aha” moment occurs after all of
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the sticky notes have been distributed
among the targets. That’s when the
team can step back and visually survey
the extent to which the entire portfolio
of initiatives is linked to the company’s
strategic objectives and themes.

What if an objective has no initiatives
assigned to it? In such cases, there are
two possibilities: The team is assum-
ing that the company will achieve it
through business as usual, oritis clear
that the team needs to devise initia-
tives to put behind the objective. An
objective with several initiatives in
the second and third rings but none
in the bull’s eye may indicate that the
company needs to aim its initiatives
more accurately. Or the team may find
several related initiatives that could
be consolidated, reoriented, or better
coordinated for higher impact.

Maintaining Momentum

Great organizations have prioritiza-
tion and integration conversations
regularly. If an enterprise has initiatives
sprouting like weeds, then the prioriti-
zation discussion should come first. If a
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