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Larry Bossidy was a former CEO at Honeywell and Allied Signal. While at GE, Mr. Bossidy was chief operating officer of GE Credit and president of GE Services and Materials. Dr. Ram Charan is a top Fortune 500 CEO advisor and has taught at both Harvard Business School and Kellogg School of Northwestern University.  Together, Larry Bossidy and Ram Charan have united their CEO and CEO advisor knowledge to explain the “missing ingredient” between the leaders and the rest of the pack.  They define the “missing ingredient” as,

“execution, n.  1.  The missing link. 2. The main reason companies fall short of their promises.  3.  The gap between what a company’s leaders want to achieve and the ability of their organizations to deliver it. 4. Not simply tactics, but a system of getting things done through questioning, analysis, and follow-through.  A discipline for meshing strategy with reality, aligning people with goals, and achieving the results promised.   5.  A central part of a company’s strategy and its goals and the major job of any leader in business. 6.  A discipline requiring a comprehensive understanding of a business, its people, and its environment. 7. The way to link the three core processes of any business- the people process, the strategy, and the operating plan-together to get things done on time. 8. A method of success discovered and revealed in 2002 by Larry Bossidy and Ram Charan in Execution:  The Discipline of Getting Things Done.”

Bookstores have millions of books on strategy and leadership development, but none on execution.  Today’s CEOs, leaders, and supervisors do not become deeply engaged in their organization and are not honest about realities within themselves.  Instead, the responsibility of executing the business strategic and operating plans are delegated to others, and the company fails to meet shareholder expectations.  Mr. Bossidy and Mr. Charan explain why execution is needed, the building blocks of execution, and the three core processes required for execution.  They use recent real world examples, such as, Dell, Compaq, EDS, GE, Honeywell, Lucent, Xerox, and many other unnamed companies to explain the dos and don’ts of execution.

Part I explains why execution is needed. Every company has their business strategic and operating plan manuals.  Most manuals are six inches thick with no real strategy, no real plan, and are placed on the shelf to gather dust. Accountants, instead of production personnel, run most production facilities. Rising supervisors understand concepts and strategies, but do not have a firm understanding of their own organization and the details of production and sales.  All of these factors contribute to the inability of the organization to execute and/or to get things done.  The leader must make execution integral to strategy, to his/her major job, and as a core element of his/her company’s culture.  

To enforce execution the authors first compared Compaq and Dell.  Compaq was the leading company with large market-shares and inventories, however, Dell mastered the production and inventory process with their build-to-order process, which allowed lower prices, less inventory, and customer flexibility. Three other companies that demonstrated the difference between executing were Xerox, Lucent and EDS. Xerox failed at launching two simultaneous initiatives without the right personnel and without strong core processes. Lucent failed when it set unrealistic goals, went in too many directions, and did not listen to their customers. EDS turned itself around upon recognizing their indecisive, old organizational structure and becoming accountable by instilling a rewards process, training courses, and Monday morning accountability calls.

Part II of the book explains the building blocks of execution.  The building blocks of execution are the organization’s behavior, focus, and personnel. First, the required behaviors for execution are knowledge of your people and business, being realistic, setting clear goals, follow-through, performance rewards, education and coaching, and self-awareness. Second, the organization’s framework and culture must be focused on execution through active meetings and dialogue. Lastly, the employees are your greatest resource and the quality of employees is the biggest competitive differentiator. Their selection and training should take commitment and be a top priority.  

Part III of the book describes the three linked core processes of execution, which are the people, strategy, and operations processes. The most important link is the people process. The organization must have the right kind and number of employees to execute the strategy.  On-going development and training for leaders should be initiated.  Non-performers must be down-graded, re-located, or moved out. Human resources must understand the business culture to help find the right people.  Second, the main strategy is recognizing “where the business wants to go”.  The strategy must be owned by the line people, have short and long term goals for accountability, and fully assess the business environment (customers, competition and market).  The third process, the operations process, is the path to get the people to “where the business wants to go”.  The common problems with the operations process is that people start with the “what” and not the “how”, no dialogue, and management creates the budget.  The operations process should start with synchronization and the common knowledge of the company’s realistic goals, as well as, customer knowledge.  The plan is then created and built with contingency plans and goals without budget constraints.  Next, the tradeoffs are made based on the operating budget. The final phase is the follow through with periodic update reviews.  

The book concludes with a letter to a “new leader” from Mr. Bossidy and Dr. Charan in which they provide some lasting “pearls” of wisdom:  evaluate the skills of the job vs. the skills you posses, gain experience, become better acquainted with your organization, gain an understanding of your people’s beliefs and behaviors, use social software to accomplish goals, maintain rigor and intensity, make running processes a top priority, recognize performance, continue to seek opportunities to improve, and use a mentor.

GE has long been the golden standard to which all others measure themselves. With Jack Welch and the GE method being well-known, I do not consider this book to be placed on the top of the required reading list.  However, this book is a must-read and wake-up call for the 50,000 ft supervisors. The point is stated clearly with examples that the difference between you and your competitors is execution. Leadership styles, effective habits and creating a happy workforce are admirable and important, however, the bottom line is the company from the top down must perform and be profitable. Although I work in the government, my department still must meet our customer’s demands, the command’s requirements and position ourselves as leaders of the future.   

