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GENERAL DESCRIPTION OF BOOK

The premise of this book is that alignment – of people, customers, strategy, and processes – is critical to business success.  The key is to keep focused not on one of these at any one time, but all of them all of the time.  Alignment is a form of management using systems-analysis type concepts, where the relationship between the parts becomes as important as the parts themselves.  Alignment integrates core business factors, market factors, overall direction, leadership, and culture to achieve peak performance.  Another key concept to remember is that getting aligned is only step one; staying aligned is necessary, and takes constant effort.

BY THE NUMBERS

Chapter 1: Getting to the Main Thing

“The main thing is to keep the main thing, the main thing (emphasis original).”  This challenge has two aspects: one is to get people headed in the right direction with a shared purpose, the other is to integrate the resources and organizational systems to achieve that purpose.  The purpose is the main thing.
The authors describe Alignment (the noun) as a state in which every member of the organization shares an understanding of the business, its goals, and purpose; where everyone knows how they contribute to the company’s business strategy; where every member of the team can clearly state the customer’s needs.  

Their definition of Alignment (the verb) comprises the actions taken to ensure the state of Alignment (the noun).  These actions include:


-  Connect employee behavior to the organization’s mission


-  Link teams and processes to changing customer needs


-  Shape business strategy with real-time customer information


-  Create a culture in which these elements work seamlessly

Outstanding executives proactively create a self-aligning and self-sustaining culture.  The authors consider alignment a force, one that coalesces and focuses an organization and moves it forward.  Alignment follows some deceptively simple steps:


-  Carefully articulating the business essence and determining the Main Thing


-  Defining a few critical goals & imperatives & deploying them across the organization


- Tying performance measures to those goals


-  Linking the measures to a rewards/recognition system


-  Personal reviews of peoples’ performance to ensure that goals are met

“Although these steps seem deceptively simple, they are hard to implement and even harder to sustain.”  Why?  The authors postulate that yesterday’s business/organizational practices don’t fit today’s environment – i.e., all the pieces parts aren’t aligned.  Hierarchical structures of old don’t fit today’s model, where leadership is distributed, authority is shared, and information, knowledge, and customer data are required by all.

The authors briefly examine TQM – and say that many organizations reported more activity than results.  Their conclusion: TQM focused only on processes, without necessarily linking processes to strategy.  In their terms, Alignment didn’t exist.  They also examine reengineering.  Again, their conclusion is that reengineering was strictly process-focused, and didn’t align all the elements required.  They cite its “greatest weakness [as] its utter disregard for people.”  In sum, they say that both “fail[ed] to fully align the essential elements of the business to each other and to customers.”  There is a solid link between people People, Service, and Profit.  Profit comes when all sub-elements of the first two do the right things in the right way.  Overall, for long term viability, there must be alignment between people, customers, strategy, and processes.

Chapter 2: Staying Centered: What Alignment is All About

Alignment relies on two essential dimensions: vertical and horizontal.  The vertical is related to organizational strategy and people; the horizontal involves processes (and their products).

Vertical Alignment: Organizational strategy and people

“Vertical alignment is about the rapid deployment of business strategy that is manifested in the actions of people at work.  When vertical alignment is reached, employees understand organization-wide goals and their role in achieving them (emphasis original).”  

Getting employees to buy into a company strategy requires a serious and demonstrated commitment.  

Horizontal Alignment: Processes and Customers

The authors’ concept here goes beyond just process management or stellar customer service.  Instead, they discuss horizontal alignment as going “beyond process management and link[s] customer requirements with the way we do business.”  It’s the linkage of the two that gives it power.

Tying both dimensions together,
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The authors note that understanding what your customer wants (their requirements) is only half the battle.  Creating and delivering what they want, when and how they want it, is the other piece.

The authors now make a key point: not only must the two ends of each dimension be aligned, but the two dimensions must be aligned with each other.  Think of the “cross-hair” shown above.  If the vertical line is skewed to the far left or far right, the whole system is not aligned.  Ditto if the horizontal cross-hair is very high or very low.  What is desired is a centered cross-hair.  In this condition, strategy and people are synchronized with customer focus and process capabilities.  Figures on page 39 show examples of aircraft runway alignment on cockpit instrumentation.  In their example, many variables must be aligned to result in a good landing.  Similarly, in business many variables must be aligned to accomplish the business objective – the Main Thing.

Measures will be covered further on in the book, but the point made here is that all measures must point to the Main Thing, and that some measures will have more value (or importance) than others.  But the Main Thing concept is still kind of vague at this point.  The authors begin to give is substance by describing some of its attributes:


-  The Main Thing for the organization as a whole must be a common and unifying

    concept to which every unit can contribute


-  Each department and team must be able to see a direct relationship between what it 

    does and this overarching goal


-  The Main Thing must be clear, easy to understand, consistent with the strategy of the

    organization, and actionable by every group and individual

The authors state that “When people ask [them] how to align the four elements of performance – and keep them aligned – [their] short answer is focus on the main thing (emphasis original).”
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The authors ask a set of questions to see if alignment exists:


-  How aligned is your company or work group?


-  Is the main thing clear?


-  Has strategic intent been translated into work that people have been trained 
               and rewarded to do?


-  Are core processes designed to deliver what customers really want?

Chapter 3: Organizational Pathologies

Organizational pathologies have both symptoms and causes.  Symptoms include customer dissatisfaction, declining market share, poor morale, turf warfare, inefficient processes, a chronic inability to improve, and a lack of consensus on ends and means.  Organizations with these symptoms are neither profitable nor fun places to work.  This chapter introduces an Alignment Diagonostic Tool, divided into sections identical with the diagram introduced in the last chapter: strategy, customers, people, and processes.  The reader is referred to the instrument on pages 53 & 54, as well as the results plots on page 55.  Verbally, the authors state that – for an Aligned organization – connecting the instrument scores on each of the four axes will result in a “diamond” shape symmetrical about the center point (the Main Thing).  Better total alignment is indicated by a smaller diamond (think of it as “almost” a bullseye aimed at the main thing).

After showing the instrument and the goal, the authors identify some of the pathologies that prevent alignment:

Pathology 1: The Tyranny of One

Definition: the tendency of each group (department, …) to focus on its own results, while not fully integrating each group’s results in a way that satisfies the customer.

Pathology 2: Strategy Interruptus

Many organizations develop great strategies that never go anywhere.  The authors assert that a company is always “better off with a B-rated strategy and an A-rated implementation than the reverse.”  Implementation requires not only a good strategy to begin with, but understanding throughout the organization, and buy-in by all employees.  Otherwise, it’s just dead weight.

Pathology 3: The Phantom Limb Syndrome

The authors define this syndrome as customers having new/different requirements and expectations, but a company continuing to respond to their old ones.  They say that this pathology results from people not being perfectly rational, that when confronted with facts that conflict with their beliefs or desires, they find ways to negate, reinterpret, or discount those facts.  The antidote?  A measurement system that people believe in.

Pathology 4: The Forked-Tongue Syndrome

Exists when a company says one thing but acts in some contradictory way.  An example is given of promising rapid (service), but not aligning resources to provide the promised rapid service.  They say the cure for this syndrome is to coordinate strategy with process developments.

Pathology 5: Market Myopia

The authors state that this pathology is rare, but one that can ruin an otherwise successful organization.  In fact, when it is found, it often occurs in companies currently rated “best” or “former best.”  This is a symptom of strategic failure.

Pathology 6: Dead Man Walking

“Some companies are so hopelessly misaligned that [they are dead men walking].”  They may once have been a powerhouse, but are now described as “tired.”  Generally, these companies are bloated, have lost touch with customers, technology, and competitors.  They are in a death spiral, whether they know it or not.

Graphics on page 67 show the characteristic “shapes” of each syndrome (using the Diagnostic Tool introduced earlier).  That’s the diagnosis part, but what’s the cure?  The authors state that Alignment – vertical and horizontal – is the cure.  The next three chapters will present their framework for achieving such alignment.

Chapter 4: Aligning Activities with Intentions: Vertical Alignment

Vertical alignment is about rapidly turning intentions into actual work.  It is about deploying the strategy, infusing it throughout the enterprise.  Before this can happen, the authors state that development of the strategy must have occurred with active participation of employees and customers.  Without this participation, acceptance will be difficult or impossible, and certainly not quick.  Once a strategy is developed this way, then measurement is a vital key to achieving vertical alignment (but not the only one).  The rewards and recognition system is another key.  Linking the two together results in an obvious conclusion: measures, along with employee goals and the rewards and recognition system, must be directly tied to the business mission.  

The authors detail a system for achieving vertical alignment, called PDR (Planning, Deployment, and Review).  The figure on page 78 provides a concise overview of the PDR elements.  One key point made in the text is that the Main Thing leads to multiple Critical Success Indicators (CSIs), each of which will have stretch goals, each of which will have associated activities and tactics.   The figure on page 81 shows the hierarchical relationship.  This system of linked structure trees gives every unit and every employee a set of goals and measures that contribute to the main thing.

Once the strategy, main thing, goals, CSIs, activities and tactics are defined, implementation still must occur.  The key question is: will the implementation work or not?  The authors say “yes, if… two conditions are met: (1) Strategy has been enriched by people in relevant parts of the organization, and (2) the people charged with implementing the strategy are committed to it.”  Another key to implementation is speed: it is important to get this done quickly.  

Chapter 5: Ships Passing in the Night: Getting to Horizontal Alignment

In today’s business world, some measures do very well at pointing out how the organization is performing.  But measures that describe where the organization is headed are few and far between.  This requires horizontal alignment, connecting the organization – and its processes – to its customers.  Basically, horizontal alignment “infuses the concerns of the customer into everything the organization does,” in ways that delight the customer and create loyalty.  How do they do this?


-  Have clear and explicit methods for gathering market data and disseminating it

    throughout the company


-  Link customer needs to the company’s core processes for delivering goods and services


-  Base every improvement of changing customer requirements


-  Use the customer as the ultimate arbiter of how well the company is doing

The authors state that they have reduced everything about this part of alignment to five key questions:


-  What do our customers care about most?


-  What opportunities do we have to delight them?


-  How well are we satisfying our customers right now in terms of what they care about?


-  What are the “best-of-the-best” companies doing to delight their customers?


-  How does the way we operate now make us “difficult to do business with?”

Generally, the two toughest questions are the first two.  They provide suggestions for getting to those answers (see pages 121-122).  

There are three big factors described for achieving horizontal alignment:

-  Determining your customer’s care-abouts 

> and identifying new opportunities for satisfying them

-  Creating a shared reality within the organization

-  Understanding the needs of your customer’s customer

Horizontal alignment is enhanced to the extent that each link in the chain anticipates the final customer’s requirements.

This chapter also discusses process improvement and partnering.

Chapter 6: The Self-Aligning Organization

The premise of this chapter is that once an organization is aligned – which by definition includes having correct performance measures and a correct rewards/recognition system – it still needs constant attention (leadership) to say aligned.  More on this in the next chapter, but for now the authors focus on the organizational “culture” and systems that keep “everyone in the organization doing the right thing right (emphasis original).”  The discussion here reemphasizes the importance of have correct measures and using them correctly (two different issues), and identifies key characteristics of measures:


-  Broad enough so everyone can understand their individual contribution


-  Must unify the organization – its culture, systems, processes, and output


-  Must be future oriented so they will be relevant as the company grows

Why are measures so important?  Because they “determine the behavior of personnel and the culture of the organization.”

What can an individual (in an organization) do?


-  Start with the main thing of your business unit


-  Create your own set of indicators


-  Make sure everyone understands your measures and how they relate to the main thing


-  Link measures and activities with rewards and recognition


-  Give people the training they need to do the job right


-  Create goals for everyone


-  Review performance (including your own) on a regular basis

Chapter 7: Distributed Leadership

“You simply cannot arrive at alignment without leadership, nor can you sustain alignment in its absence.”  The authors state that there are two types of leadership needed: one type to get aligned, another type to stay aligned.  They assert that “distributed leadership is the glue of alignment.”  This leads to a discussion about developing such leadership within the organization, about developing people who understand the nature of their required responsibilities, accept that responsibility, and perform their responsibilities to high standards.

Appendices:

1.
Alignment Diagnostic Profile – Short Version

2.
Examples of Structure Trees

3.
Examples of Chairman’s Review Questions

4.
Customer-Focus Audit

5.
Traditional versus Total Customer Focus

6.
UNUM’s Critical Success Factors and Goals

7.
The Dynamics of the Self-Aligning Organization

The Main Thing








Page 7

