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The beginning of a new year inevitably sees a 
barrage of advertising from gyms and the like for a 
‘new year, new you’. People sign up for gyms that 
they don’t go to and write long lists of new year’s 
resolutions that they don’t keep. What if you like 
the old you? For a lot of us, the idea that we need to 
‘reinvent’ ourselves at the beginning of a year gets a 
little tiresome. 

This new year rhetoric is something we see mirrored 
in some organisations’ approach to strategic 
planning. Organisations can get caught up in the 
‘new year, new you’ kind of thinking when it comes 
to their strategy, starting a new planning season 
with a blank sheet rather than making adjustments 
and correcting the course when that might be 
more appropriate. Two of our articles deal with the 
importance of embracing the ‘old you’ so to speak. 
Article two focuses on what to do in the years 
following adoption of a long term strategic plan, and 
article three identifies four practices to enhance the 
robustness of existing long term strategies. 

Sometimes a wholesale reinvention is warranted; 
take values for example. As an organisation grows 
there may come a time when it outgrows its values, 
or perhaps they were never really an accurate 
reflection of what was truly valued. Article one 
explores two different approaches to inclusive 
values development and their benefits. 

Organisation design should not always be seen as 
a makeover or reinvention; sometimes, a continual 
process that is about making focused adjustments 
to an organisation’s structure makes more sense. 
Right Lane director Marc Levy has drawn from his 
20 years of consulting experience and the collective 
experiences of 23 CEOs to write article four ‘Are 
we there yet? Organisation design amid constant 
change’. These interviews also provided the 
foundation for article five ‘What’s on CEOs’ minds?’, 
which explores themes that emerged across these 
conversations. We wish to thank the 23 CEOs who 
spoke with us in November and December 2016 for 
their thoughtful contributions.

In other news, Right Lane has started 2017 in a new 
office in the Melbourne CBD and we have grown 
our team. We have high hopes for the year ahead. 
Come and visit us on level 9, 60 Collins Street, 
Melbourne. Same old us, same old you.

In this issue

4. Are we there yet? Organisation  
      design amid constant change

We asked CEOs about lessons they 
have learned from the organisation 
redesign work they have done. This 
article outlines the key themes that 
emerged from these conversations, 
including reframing reorganisation as 
an ongoing process.

5. What's on CEOs' minds?
Twenty three CEOs shared with us 
their major issues and challenges. 
Some of the most common related to 
planning under uncertainty, resource 
allocation to digital, and what to do 
with big data.

If your organisation created a new 
three to five year strategy last year, 
what do you do this year? And next? 
Strategy shouldn’t be set and forget. We 
recommend five bases for challenging 
existing long term strategies and plans.

2. Balancing conviction and flexibility:  
      a roadmap for testing and     
      challenging strategy

In our work in strategy and planning,  
we often find a gap between our 
clients’ strategy and performance. 
We outline ways to bridge this 
gap, including vigorously debating 
underlying assumptions and creating 
initiative P&Ls.

3. Bridging the gap between strategy  
      and performance

1. Are your values actually what  
     you value?

There is an increasing focus on 
values, culture and behaviours 
as critical aides to a successful 
organisation. Redefining values 
using inclusive approaches enables 
organisations to uncover what is at 
the heart of what they do.

http://www.rightlane.com.au
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by giselle diego

what you value?
a case for inclusive values development

are your values actually 

Your organisation’s values 
should be an expression of 
what behaviours, mindsets, 
and skills are coveted in 
an organisation because 
they represent what your 
organisation is about. There is 
an increasing focus on values, 
culture and behaviours as 
critical aides to a successful 
organisation. We are seeing 
the benefits of applying an 
inclusive values development 
process, involving all layers of 
the organisation. 

Right thinking

back to front page
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It's graduate recruitment season. You're sitting in the meeting room waiting for the next candidate to walk in the room. But you're the 
nervous one. You know that you are going to be asked again about your organisation's culture and values.

You should probably check and see if they’re all reading the same HBR article no doubt titled ‘how to be a discerning interviewee’ or ‘why 
values are the best indicator of whether a workplace is the right place for you’. Maybe the Netflix manifesto is still doing the rounds?1 

You’re nervous because the last three times you’ve been asked about your organisation’s values you’ve stumbled through it, rattled off a 
list of nouns that could be used for any organisation. If values are supposed to be timeless why can’t you put your hand on your heart and 
speak to them confidently? You feel that while they still hold true they seem to be what Lencioni (2002) calls the ‘permission to play’ values. 
You’ve been thinking about this since that first candidate asked, ‘What are your core values? What is at the heart of what the organisation 
values?’ At the moment they don’t feel sacrosanct. And they should. If you’re feeling like this, then how can you expect your employees to 
live and breathe the values? 

1   The Netflix Culture manifesto has been viewed over 15 million times

'The actual company values as opposed to the nice-sounding values, are shown by who gets 
rewarded, promoted or let go.'

'Actual company values are the behaviours and skills that are valued in fellow employees.'

Netflix Culture: Freedom & Responsibility

Over the last 18 months we’ve seen 
increased interest among clients in values 
projects. We can surmise that CEOs and 
management teams are having some 
version of that internal dialogue. They 
are searching for an expression of their 
organisation’s values that is compelling, 
meaningful to employees and a genuine 
expression of what the organisation 
values. 

We have seen a shift in how organisations 
want to approach examining and 
redeveloping their values. Our clients want 
to engage the entire organisation in the 
values redevelopment process, which 
flies in the face of the dominant views in 
the literature (for example, Lencioni 2002) 
much of which argues that values should 
not be built by consensus. We are certainly 
seeing the tide turning towards a more 
collaborative approach. 

According to Schein (1992), shared values 
are just one of the three expressions of an 

organisation’s culture, the others being 
tangible artefacts (for example, company 
statements, awards), tacit assumptions 
and unspoken rules. The development of 
values for our clients is seen not only as an 
expression of an organisation’s culture, but 
the process itself is also a way of fostering 
and strengthening culture. 

The rise in popularity of ‘manifestos’ of 
culture championed by the tech elite (for 
example Netflix1, Zappos) is indicative of a 
renewed emphasis on workplace culture 
as critical to employee engagement. The 
employee work contract has changed; 
workers have become more mobile; they 
demand more from their employer and 
employee engagement is being redefined 
as creating ‘irresistible workplaces’ (Bersin 
2015). This trend provides a mandate for 
organisations to use inclusive processes 
when redefining their values as it places 
culture front and centre and signals to 
employees that they are part of it. 

http://www.rightlane.com.au
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want to know more? If you would like Right Lane to facilitate an inclusive  
values development process please contact Giselle Diego:

giselle.diego@rightlane.com.au
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At Right Lane we have worked with clients 
on two distinct approaches for inclusive 
values development:  

1. Culture champions 
The client: 
• Our client, an Australian based global 

company in tech and digital advertising, 
wanted to revamp their values to 
better reflect their organisation, which 
operates in a fast paced environment, 
has expanded into new geographies 
and grown its market share. 

• The CEO had one clear condition for 
the project: it had to be led and wholly 
owned by the people, not the leaders. 

The approach: 
• Right Lane facilitated a workshop at the 

beginning of this process with a small 
group of ‘culture champions’ who had 
been selected to drive the process. In 
the workshop we defined a compelling 
story for change; put their old values 
into ‘therapy’ to understand what we 
wanted to keep and what needed to 
change; developed tests to be used 
for funnelling ideas throughout the 
engagement process; and set up the 
project architecture (project plan and 
communication plan).

• As part of the process, Right 
Lane developed 50 creative staff 
engagement ideas, both in person and 
online approaches, for the champions 
to use as their starting point to develop 
their plans for seeking input from across 
the organisation. 

The outcome: 
• The champions drove a broad based 

engagement process both in Australia 
and in all international offices.

• The inputs were collated and 
synthesised into draft values, which 
were then presented and considered 
by the senior leadership of the 
organisation for approval.

• The values were launched at a global 
event and the client is committed to 
embedding the values as a continuous 
and living process.

2. Ask and listen 
The client: 
• Our client, working in the financial 

services sector, wanted to define new 
values and corresponding behaviours 
to better serve their people and 
aspirations. 

The approach: 
• The client coordinated a series of 

interactions with all employees using 
different methods; the intention behind 
this was to ensure the organisation 
captured the nuances arising from 
different perspectives:

 – Vox pops: employees were 
randomly selected and asked a 
series of questions; for example: 
What motivates you to do your best 
at work? What is special about 
working here? 

 – A series of focus groups to 
get people talking about the 
organisation using different lenses 
and scenarios. During the focus 
groups a graphic facilitator captured 
the outcomes of each session on a 
series of posters.

 – An organisation wide online survey. 

• Right Lane facilitated a workshop 
with a cross functional team of people 
from different levels (board members, 
executives, and staff) to review 
the inputs and land a set of values 
that did justice to their employees’ 
perspectives, but would also serve the 
purpose of the organisation.

The outcome: 
• A truly inclusive forum for decision 

making; as one participant noted: ‘I 
think the participants all felt special 
playing a key role in developing the new 
values and behaviours’.

• A set of values statements and 
corresponding behaviours that 
employees can share and feel proud of.

A values development process provides 
your organisation with a rare opportunity 
to put yourselves under a microscope 
and grapple with the more ‘existential’ 
questions while maintaining a strengths- 
based focus. It is a challenging and 
rewarding process. © 2017 Right Lane Consulting 
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by dr marc levy

a roadmap
for testing and challenging strategy

balancing conviction and flexibility:

Strategy shouldn’t be set and forget.

We recommend five bases for more frequently 
challenging long term strategies and plans: 

1. Periodic meetings to test and adapt the strategy

2. Analysis of ‘weak signals’ and ‘forces at work’

3. Introducing benchmark data from similar internal 
or external organisations

4. Heretical thinking

5. A more serious commitment to estimating the 
longitudinal impact of strategic initiatives.

Right thinking If your organisation created a 
new three to five year strategy or 
strategic plan last year, what do you 
do this year? And next? 
While change has different velocities in different 
sectors (Courtney et al 1997), in most instances 
it makes little sense to lock into a static long-term 
strategy and simply execute on it via business 
planning every year. Conviction is good, but blind 
faith is not, at least in this realm.

So how should we augment conviction with 
flexibility? How can we challenge and test the 
robustness of our strategies and plans to changes 
in the external and internal environments on a more 
continuous basis? 

www.rightlane.com.au back to front page
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We recommend five bases for challenging 
long term strategies and plans. 

1. Meetings to test and adapt the 
strategy

In Execution Premium (2008), Robert 
Kaplan and David Norton argue that 
periodic strategy review meetings, to 
test and adapt the strategy, are central to 
robust strategy implementation. We advise 
clients to hold executive team strategy 
review meetings at least quarterly centring 
on four elements: discussion by exception 
of performance against quantitative 
targets set during strategic planning; 
progress with strategic initiatives (again by 
exception); a focus on one or two of the 
strategic initiatives to expose the executive 
team to latest developments; and a review 
of the meeting process by a member of the 
executive team (a different one each time). 

These meetings provide an opportunity for 
the executive team to systematically test 
and challenge assumptions supporting 
targets that are not being met or strategic 
initiatives that are off track. In doing 
so, senior teams can initiate course 
corrections and opportunities to improve 
the efficacy of their strategic priorities 
and how they measure success; they can 
also identify more fundamental issues 
for resolution relating to, for example, 
unforeseen capability gaps.  

2. Analysis of 'weak signals' and 
'forces at work'

We encourage our clients to periodically 
test the robustness of their strategies to 
recent and prospective developments in 
their organisations’ external environments. 
In financial services, for example, the 
conduct of competition, the regulatory 
framework, consumer behaviour and 
technology, are all highly fluid, and it is 
necessary for organisations to do their 
best to ensure that they are positioned to 
be successful in the context of a range of 
possible eventualities. 

Organisations should obviously keep 
a weather eye on the major trends that 
are or might impact their industry and 
organisation. They should also monitor 
‘weak signals’, less discernible shifts that 
might predict trends that become more 

significant over time. For our healthcare 
clients for example, certain public 
policy discourses or subtle changes in 
prescribing patterns, might give rise to 
concern about the validity of a strategy’s 
growth forecasts. 

3. Introducing benchmark data 
from similar internal or external 
organisations

There’s nothing like benchmark data 
to gain the attention of competitive 
executives. We’ve seen benchmark 
data stimulate energetic discussions 
about both operational performance and 
strategy in many client organisations. 

The following questions, which benchmark 
an organisation to analogues, can provoke 
executive team conversations that test 
and challenge long term strategies and 
plans. Where are competitors placing their 
bets? How might a competitor hurt us? 
Why is our rival consistently growing faster 
than us/more profitable than us? What are 
our best divisions getting right that enables 
them to consistently outperform?

4. Heretical thinking
One of Chris Bradley and colleagues’ 
ten tests of a good strategy (2011) is:  Is 
your strategy contaminated by bias? He 
outlines various cognitive biases that 
might compromise strategy development 
– overoptimism, anchoring, loss aversion, 
etc. 

In our work, we’ve found that exposing an 
executive team to a heretical thinker, or 
thinking, can provide a helpful disturbance 
in their strategy dialogues. This might be 
a well-chosen article in the strategy offsite 
pre-reading pack or an external speaker 
that explains a potentially disruptive 
technology or sets out a thoughtful 
argument about a different way an industry 
might evolve. It might also be some new 
data that challenges taken for granted 
assumptions or a different perspective 
from a senior executive in a regional or 
global role on the organisation’s position 
and prospects. 

5. A more serious commitment to 
estimating the longitudinal impact 
of strategic initiatives

It is surprisingly common for organisations 
to fail to make the link between action 
and impact. Many organisations we’ve 
seen, set long term measures and 
corresponding targets, and independently 
develop strategic initiatives, without 
making a sufficiently robust connection 
between the two. 

Organisations that do develop multi-
year strategic initiative P&Ls, and link 
them to the underlying financial targets 
and forecasts set during strategy 
development, are better equipped to 
determine whether their strategies are on 
track to deliver to expectations. They have 
a more systematic basis for testing and 
challenging whether initiatives will achieve 
the desired impacts over the course of a 
strategy – forecasting and reforecasting 
sees to this. 

An executive can always argue that their 
strategic initiative has impacts more 
far reaching than future revenues and 
expenses; but in most cases, success 
will ultimately be judged with reference to 
basic financial impacts.

                                       ***

These five bases for challenging long 
term strategies and plans can all be 
employed on an ongoing basis or during 
annual strategy and planning processes. 
Of course, organisations needn’t, and 
shouldn’t, wait for an annual process 
to revisit strategies and strategic 
plans, but they frequently do. Either 
way, testing the strategy and making 
necessary adjustments is an important 
and necessary competency in the face 
of incessant change impacting most 
industries.

want to know more? If you would like Right Lane to help you test and challenge 
your strategy contact Dr Marc Levy:

marc@rightlane.com.au

© 2017 Right Lane Consulting 
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by abhishek chhikara & debbie williams

bridging the gap
between strategy and performance

Every year, thousands of Australian organisations undertake strategic planning processes to chart their courses 
for the coming period. Frequently executives set ambitious long term objectives and targets, as well as detailed 
initiatives for the next year. Year one targets are often based on what is considered achievable, and the step 
change growth required to deliver the long-term target is forecast for subsequent years. Year one targets are 
easily delivered; the process is repeated. However, if this continues each year without commitment to step 
change in the upcoming period, it can lead to significant underperformance against long-term goals. 

To bridge this gap between strategy and performance, we suggest organisations should adopt the following 
four practises in their strategic planning processes:

1. Vigorously debate underlying assumptions

2. Articulate strategic initiatives beyond the next twelve months

3. Be prepared to correct course

4. Align the organisation with the long term strategy.

Right thinking

www.rightlane.com.au back to front page
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Every year, thousands of Australian 
organisations embark on strategic 
planning processes to agree crucial 
objectives and plan how they’re going to 
achieve them. This top down approach 
starts with the destination, and then charts 
the journey (initiatives) required to get 
there. However, unlike travel plans, which 
have defined routes and set destinations, 
it is easier for organisations to stray off 
course. Staying on track requires careful 
planning and constant adjustment. 

In Strategy Mapping, Kaplan and Norton 
(2004) popularised the idea of ‘mapping’ 
an organisation’s strategy by linking 
strategic objectives, the attendant 
measures of success, and the initiatives 
required to drive performance. This was 
intended to provide employees with a clear 
line of sight, to remove ambiguity regarding 
how their roles link to the overall objectives 
of the organisation, and to convert the 
organisation’s initiatives and resource 
allocations into tangible outcomes. 
However, this is easier said than done.

In our experience, executives often set 
ambitious medium to long term ‘top 
down’ objectives, but only plan initiatives 
for the first year based on what is known 
to be achievable. This leaves the bulk 
of the growth in subsequent periods 
from undefined sources.  Having met 
the achievable year one targets, the 
temptation is to once again plan the next 
year’s initiatives based on the current 
situation, in effect pushing out any step 
change growth for another year. This 
pattern, if repeated year after year, has 
been referred to as the ‘venetian blinds’ 
of business (Mankins and Steele, 2005 
– see Figure 1). Annual targets are often 
then exceeded, but in the long term the 
organisation falls short of its long term 
strategic objectives.

To bridge this gap between strategy and 
performance, we suggest organisations 
should adopt the following four practises in 
their strategic planning processes. 

1. Vigorously debate underlying 
assumptions

Assumptions are a necessary part of 
a strategic planning process. Many 
organisations depend largely on their 
senior management’s knowledge and 
insights to form assumptions rather than 
conducting field tests. Failing to market-
test assumptions creates the risk of 
derailing the organisation’s strategy. 

To develop robust assumptions, 
organisation should: 

www.rightlane.com.au back to front page
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Unlike travel plans, which have defined routes and 
set destinations, it is easier for organisations to 
stray of course. Staying on track requires careful 
planning and constant adjustment.

• Be realistic: Reviewing past 
performance and the underlying  
assumptions can uncover insights 
about the fundamental causes of an 
organisation’s failure to deliver on its 
plan.

• Conduct structured experiments: 
Large organisations can benefit from 
the ‘fail often, fail quickly’ mindset of 
agile start-ups. Conducting structured 
experiments can help to understand 
what works and what does not, 
and validate or disprove critical 
assumptions. 

• Introduce different thinking: 
Once the strategy is set, it is critical 
to maintain a culture of challenging 
and testing assumptions, allowing 
the organisation to correct its course 
where needed. Levy (2017) suggests 
introducing ‘heretical thinking’, 
through a thought provoking article, an 

unconventional external speaker or a 
challenging ‘fact pack’, to encourage 
reexamination and reassessment of 
assumptions. 

2. Articulate strategic initiatives 
beyond the next twelve months 

Strategic initiatives are where the ‘rubber 
hits the road’ in strategic planning. Yet it 
is common for executives’ efforts to falter 
when charged with developing detailed 
plans for the ‘out years’. Executives rush 
to set measures and targets, yet fail to do 
the proper planning to understand the 
likely impact of the initiatives on long term 
performance.

To develop more useful initiative plans, 
organisations should:

• Be specific: We recommend being 
granular about each initiative, defining 
precise scope of work, considering the 

Figure 1 - The 'venetian blinds' of business (Mankins and Steele, 2005)
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want to know more? If you would like Right Lane to help you bridge the gap 
between your organisation’s strategy and performance 
contact Debbie Williams:

debbie@rightlane.com.au
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actions that support the initiative by 
year (including the out years).

• Evaluate the impact: The impact 
an initiative will have can be hard 
to quantify and can be contested. 
However, the ultimate measure of 
success for an initiative is generally its 
positive financial impact. We suggest 
building a multi-year profit and loss 
statement for each initiative, and linking 
these to the organisations underlying 
‘base case’ financial forecasts and 
targets, allowing the organisation to 
closely and more holistically monitor 
progress.

• Discuss resource allocation: 
Mankins and Steele (2005) suggest 
discussing resource deployments early 
in the strategic planning process to 
create realistic longitudinal forecasts 
and plans that are achievable. 
These resourcing discussions allow 
executives to make informed decisions 
when agreeing initiatives and improve 
the overall quality of the strategic 
plans. Once plans are agreed, the 
actual resource deployment should be 
monitored regularly to ensure things are 
on track. 

3. Be prepared to correct course
No strategic plan can predict every 
event that may occur and organisations 
should be prepared to make real-time 
adjustments to ‘correct their course’.

To build this flexibility into their strategic 
process, organisations should: 

• Monitor constantly: Kaplan and 
Norton (1996) introduced balanced 
scorecards, which revolutionised how 
strategy was monitored. Scorecards 
are useful tools, allowing organisations 
to monitor their performance, as well 
as communicate their successes. In 
addition, visual metrics can be used to 
create energy within the organisation 
and provide teams with an early 
indication of what is working or not 
working (Spiteri 2013).

• Review frequently: Organisations 
should consider implementing a regular 
strategy review process that allows 

executives to reflect both internally 
and externally, and make informed 
decisions to mitigate strategic risk 
and leverage strategic opportunities. 
The review should cover performance 
against the targets and with the 
initiatives, and topical discussions 
that are germane to the organisation’s 
strategy. 

These practices should enable executives 
to better understand the true causes of 
high performance and mitigate the need 
for uninformed recasting of annual targets.

4. Align the organisation with the  
long-term strategy

Break through growth requires the whole 
organisation’s focus on the long term 
goal rather than day-to-day tactics.  
To generate alignment and buy-in 
organisations should:

• Demonstrate strong and consistent 
leadership: The development of 
strategy should be led the by the CEO 
and supported by senior management. 
Where possible they should link their 
actions and messages to strategic 
objectives and remain committed to 
the same strategic frameworks and 
approaches throughout a strategic 
planning cycle. This gives employees 
a consistent and reliable frame of 
reference. The leadership also needs 
to be prepared to challenge the status 
quo and make tough calls, even when 
performance is ok, if ‘ok’ is not good 
enough to reach the objectives.

• Translate the strategy into day-
to-day: Organisations can benefit 
from providing clear links between an 
employee’s role or position description, 
and their personal objectives, and the 
overall strategic objectives. Ensuring 
employees are aware of how their 
role and performance contribute to 
the organisation’s strategy is, in our 
experience, more motivating and allows 
them to better prioritise and plan their 
work over time. 

Engaging the organisation in your next 
strategic planning process will help 
to ensure that your strategy is well 

considered and has a better chance of 
impacting performance in the way you 
intended.

***

Implementing these four practices will help 
your organisation bridge the gap between 
strategy and performance, and in doing so 
give it a more realistic chance of meeting 
long term objectives and targets.
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are we there yet?
organisation design amid constant change

We asked 23 CEOs to share 
what they had learnt from the 
reorganisations in which they had 
been involved. Themes related 
to having a strong sense of why, 
fostering engagement, taking a 
disciplined but flexible approach and 
anticipating a wide range of benefits 
in assessing value. Perhaps the 
most interesting theme, contrasting 
with common practice, was that 
reorganisation should be freed from 
the shackles of project timelines and 
treated as an ongoing process of 
iteration, without a defined finishing 
point.

Right thinking
Organisation design has been a constant in my career. I worked on my 
first reorg, for a major professional services firm, in 1995. In November 
and December 2016, I spoke with twenty-three Australian CEOs – of 
small, medium and large organisations, from eight industries – about 
lessons they had learnt from redesigning organisations. 

I wanted to understand whether what I'd gleaned over 20 years was consistent 
with their experiences, and whether there were common themes among their 
perspectives.

There have been some interesting strains in the literature on organisation recently 
and I also wanted to know whether interviewees would raise any of those ideas. For 
example, is it possible to ‘get organisational redesign right’ (Aronowitz, De Smet & 
McGinty 2015) or does a constant state of flux belie that notion? How important is 
organisation redesign in the context of other organisation ‘projects’ such as those 
relating to the quality of interactions between teams, processes of accountability and 
resource allocation effectiveness (Kilman, Shanahan, Toma & Zielinski 2010)? How 
can we make organisation design more inclusive (Beauchamp, Heidari-Robinson & 
Heywood 2016)?

I asked the CEOs a simple question: What have you learnt from the organisation 
redesign work that you’ve done? Five themes emerged from the conversations 
that followed: have a strong sense of why, a point upon which to fix; foster genuine 
engagement; take a disciplined but flexible approach; anticipate a wide range of 
possible benefits in assessing the value of reorganisation; and reframe reorg as an 
ongoing process. 

This article will explore each of these themes in turn.

by dr marc levy
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1.  Have a strong sense of 
why - a point upon which  
to fix
CEOs said that while the disruption 
of reorganisation is taking place, it is 
important to provide a stable point upon 
which employees can focus, typically a 
clear articulation of why the change is 
taking place. 

‘It’s a destabilised state, even when they 
believe in it … a confronting time; people 
need to understand the cause.’ 

‘You’ve got to be able to tell a story, the 
why; don’t get stuck on the how, which 
might vary.’ 

‘It’s all about the why for staff – if 
everyone understands why, you’ve got a 
better chance of success.’ 

This was not necessarily about pursuing 
unanimous support for changes: ‘You 
need to be able to clearly articulate a 
business rationale – some people will 
inevitably disagree.’

Many of the CEOs I spoke with referred 
to their strategies as the right source of 
inspiration and the fundamental basis for 
their organisation redesign efforts:

‘We worked out what work needed to 
be done to deliver the strategy, then how 
best to organise to get that done.’ 

For some of the CEOs, putting the 
customer at the centre of a compelling 
rationale for change was central to their 
success. 

‘We aligned the executive to the delivery 
of our customer value proposition and 
built our organisation and operating 
principles around that.’ 

 ‘It’s all about the customers, not 
individual customers as it won’t be in the 
best interests of all, but the customer 
base overall – we can all agree to that.’

‘Understanding the customer is key 
– we built our organisational redesign 
around the delivery of our strategy 
and, in particular, the customer value 
proposition.’

www.rightlane.com.au back to front page

2.  Foster genuine 
engagement
Another common theme arising from 
my conversations was the necessity for 
employee engagement. I worked on the 
redesign of a public sector agency some 
years ago and I was surprised by the 
CEO’s commitment to early and deep 
employee engagement, as many of the 
reorgs I’d been involved in up to that point 
had been secret skunkworks. 

Things have changed since then and it 
is more common to publish drafts and 
include staff and other stakeholders in 
ironing out design flaws. As some of the 
interviewees observed:

‘[Don’t just think you can] send a note 
out and it will be fine.’

‘Engagement suggests bipartisanship... 
[it] gives a flavour of empowerment, not 
delegation.’

A CEO of a small organisation I interviewed 
had experimented with full co-creation, 
putting a rationale for change to staff and 
asking for their input; co-creating design 
principles; publishing a draft design and 
seeking feedback; having employees 
present their role and their objectives. 

Some of the interviewees shared their 
motivations for employee engagement:  

‘Tell them; give them time; engage with 
them … [this] leads to something more 
active and mutual.’

‘[Let them] have a say and be respected 
for their contribution and knowledge 
and potentially see that come through in 
decision making.’ 

‘Don’t get too far away from the people – 
move together.’

The CEOs identified a range of other 
issues relating to engagement that should 
be germane for others. These included 
giving special attention to the role of the 
executive team – ‘lead changes with the 
executive team rather than alone where 
possible’ – and including the next layer of 
management, who need to understand 
the changes to be able to support them 
and explain them to others. 

Engagement of other stakeholders was 
also important:

‘It’s not wise to just write to the unions 
and say “I’m going to do this”.’

‘The buy-in of the board is key; they 
needed to know the key things we 
wanted to shift, not all the detail.’

http://www.rightlane.com.au
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3.  Take a disciplined but 
flexible approach
Input from CEOs was largely consistent 
on this point: it is important to take a 
disciplined but flexible approach. 

As obvious as it sounds, it is critical to 
set clear and specific objectives for the 
reorganisation itself. Some CEOs said 
they could have done a better job of this. 
We sometimes use the ‘Ashridge tests’ 
(see References) for this purpose. Working 
with the tests, we ask CEOs to identify 
the objects of the reorg, and then to 
determine priorities among those objects. 
One CEO suggested that measurement 
or assessment criteria be set up front with 
respect to these objectives.

CEOs said that mitigating the risks 
associated with organisation redesign was 
an important part of taking a disciplined 
approach. For example, a few CEOs urged 
caution regarding privileging functional 
over industry expertise as organisations 
grow and roles become more specialised, 
lest an organisation end up with insufficient 
industry knowledge and less interesting, 
highly specialised roles. 

Some CEOs were concerned to manage 
the perennial risk of silos; of disturbing 
desirable elements of their organisations’ 
cultures; and of the impacts on less 
resilient staff. 

Robust and comprehensive change 
management processes were also 
important to the approach taken by many 
of the CEOs: 

‘Clarity, signposting, being respectful to 
colleagues, linking to strategy, handling 
issues that arise in a timely way ...’

One said that careful planning should 
anticipate quick wins to build confidence 
in the new design and ‘earn the right to 
screw some things up later’, referring to 
the inexact science of organisation design 
and the inevitability that some aspects of 
redesign will not work as anticipated.

Some interviewees referred to the 
importance of crafting clear roles and 
accountabilities, although others said 
that they were deploying skills for different 
outcomes at different times and moving to 
less prescriptive position descriptions. 

Several CEOs said it was important that 
a disciplined and systematic approach 
was also flexible and iterative, and not 
artificially contained. A short, emphatic 
8-12 week project might be desirable, but 
‘Reorganising is time consuming work ... 

preparing people to be effective in different 
roles can be more difficult and take longer 
than you think.’ Another said, ‘It’s easy to 
underestimate the time it takes to move 
people in, up or across to new roles and for 
them to be effective in those roles.’

4.  Anticipate a wide range 
of potential benefits in 
assessing the value of 
reorganisation
While we would agree that the principal 
benefit of organisation redesign is to 
better align the organisation with the 
strategy, CEOs referred to a range of other 
valuable benefits that should factor into 
assessments of the value of reorgs. 

We frequently work with the CEOs of 
growing mid-size organisations. Some of 
the CEOs who fit this description observed 
that there were executives and managers 
within their organisations who were well 
qualified for and suited to their positions 
when the organisation was, say, $100m 
in revenues, but not as well equipped to 
perform their roles effectively at $300m. 
Organisation redesign gave the CEOs a 
platform for taking a systematic look at this 
phenomenon: 

‘Horses for courses … the same 
people are not necessarily right as 
the organisation grows and changes. 
Sometimes people don’t grow with the 
business.’ 

‘Reorganisations give you the 
opportunity to get the right people in 
right seats – sometimes [I’ve been] tardy 
and unfocused and should’ve moved 
people on. [Organisation redesign] 
gives you the opportunity to do that, 
to move on poor performers and poor 
behaviours.’

Some CEOs also mentioned that a 
perturbance like organisation redesign 
can present other opportunities for 
improvement; for example, to ‘bring in 
people from outside to take a fresh look’; 
to ‘focus on growing people into new 
roles’; to ‘get people to think about their 
own career trajectories’; and to review 
sourcing arrangements (for example, 
bringing functions in-house for greater 
control of customer experience). As one 
CEO observed:

‘A new broom … change brings change, 
new thinking, a certain freshness .... 
bringing in people from outside pushes 
the current group.’

'... many of the reorgs 
I'd been involved in up 
to that point had been 
secret skunkworks. 
Things have changed 
since then and it is 
more common to 
publish drafts and 
include staff and other 
stakeholders in ironing 
out design flaws.'

http://www.rightlane.com.au
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A few of the interviewees said that 
organisation should not be viewed 
as a panacea for all organisation ills: 
making changes to ‘lines and boxes’ 
should sometimes be accompanied, 
or displaced, by clarification of 
processes, accountabilities and lines of 
communication. 

5.  Reframe reorg as an 
ongoing process

‘Staff sometimes ask, “Are we there 
yet?” No, it’s never over.’

‘People assume it’s planning, 
implementation, then done; but in reality, 
it’s an evolution.’ 

There was a strong sense from some of the 
interviews that being patient, even viewing 
organisation redesign as an ongoing 
process rather than a discrete project, may 
result in better outcomes: 

‘Don’t try to achieve too much too 
quickly … it’s a discourse – and some 
desirable changes may not be able to be 
made at first; but they will be made later, 
when the organisation is ready’. 

‘Unless there is a desire for major 
change, for example cultural change, 
[it’s] better to have more frequent 
iterative changes than major disruptive 
change.’

‘We had a period of fluidity then a reset 
… [that was] good because it had been 
a hierarchical and rigidly demarcated 
organisation, and it was good to use that 
time to work on collaboration and break 
down silos.’

This idea of organisation redesign as an 
ongoing process had gained currency with 
several of the CEOs I spoke with. 

‘Of course the organisation should 
continue to change, because we face 
changing circumstances.’ 

‘We never had a fixed endpoint … [I] 
don’t want to frustrate people if things 
are not delivered. Circumstances 
change and will continue to change – 
[that was] hard because it is an iterative 

change program for people who hadn’t 
previously been through change … it’s a 
critical requirement people accept that 
change is part of business. That’s the 
reality. We will never finish this. This is 
permanent.’

This was further acknowledgement of the 
fallibility of reorganisation. As one CEO 
observed, ‘At an individual level you get 
some right and others less so.’ 

*** 

Organisation redesign is a difficult 
process. When it's well executed it can 
bring considerable benefits, but as these 
interviews demonstrated CEOs would do 
well to consider their theories of change 
before they get started with their next 
organisation redesign. What do we want to 
achieve and over what realistic timeframe? 
How can we convince the team that this 
will be worthwhile? To what extent will 
an organisation redesign achieve the 
changes we want to see – and what else 
might we need to do to bring  
about those changes? 

want to know more? If you would like more information regarding organisation 
redesign contact Dr Marc Levy:

marc@rightlane.com.au
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by dr marc levy

CEOs’ minds?
what’s on 

Right thinking
In December 2016, I interviewed 
23 CEOs from eight industries 
and I asked them to tell me about 
two or three key issues that were 
on their minds. 

This article identifies five issues 
on CEOs’ minds relating to 
planning amid uncertainty, 
resource allocation to digital, how 
to get the most from big data, 
building capabilities and keeping 
great people and fostering agility. 

There’s nothing more important for a 
professional services firm than the issues 
and concerns occupying the minds of its 
CEO clients. Along with our own ideas 
about how to improve society, industries 
and organisations, what CEOs are thinking 
about is ultimately what drives our impact 
and our economics.

For this Right Lane Review, I interviewed 
23 CEOs from eight industries. I asked 
them questions relating to what they had 
learnt from reorganisations. Their insights 
on this topic are described in article four 
of this issue. I also asked them to tell me 
about two or three key issues that were on 
their minds. 

This article examines patterns in their 
responses to this question.

All 23 CEOs shared with me three key 
issues, except two CEOs who listed two, 
so the ‘long list’ included 67 items. From 
the long list, I excluded industry specific 
issues such as public sector CEOs’ 
frustrations with the fiscal constraints 
within which they were working and some 
super fund CEOs’ frustrations concerning 
the direction of policy change. From this 
modified list, I looked for common themes 
and identified five, which are described 
here.

Right Lane Consulting

'Future proofing' in an 
uncertain world
CEOs shared with me a range of 
environmental uncertainties, from societal 
changes impacting organisations’ ‘social 
license’ to the potential impacts of Donald 
Trump’s election (‘What are the policy 
platforms under the platitudes?’).

There is a sense that the world has 
changed and that contemporary trends 
and events are causing organisations to 
‘dial down’ their risk appetite, narrow their 
tolerances, and adjust their controls.

‘Everything is so much more transparent 
now … [for example, with social media] 
you can be in the middle of a storm in 
hours.’

Some CEOs shared with me their 
increasing uncertainty about the evolution 
of their industries. What new actors 
or business models might threaten 
our competitive position? How do we 
confidently make opportunistic ‘bets’ 
in the absence of sufficient evidence? 
What are the decision making processes 
and tools we can employ to recognise 
changes that matter, whether beneficial or 
disadvantageous? One CEO laid blame at 
the feet of our political leaders: 

‘With so much economic uncertainty, 
and the lack of a strong political narrative 
or direction, how do you balance these 
investment decisions while facing those 
unknowns?’

There are of course methods of engaging 
with uncertainty (Levy & McSwain 2013), 
and these CEOs were generally aware 
of them; but there remained a general 
nervousness about the known and 
unknown-unknowns. 

Some CEOs were particularly mindful of 
unforeseen competitive threats, including 
new online competitors. 

‘It’s [simple enough] to look at a process, 
map it, and do it online. But that doesn’t 
quite get you there in terms of the threat 
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of disruption. Someone might see it 
completely differently and do it better.’

Another CEO spoke of the challenges of 
incumbency: 

‘How does a big … reasonably settled 
institution think in disruptive terms … 
we’re not as nimble or as radical as we 
could be; we’re more incremental.’

Resource allocation  
to digital
Several CEOs spoke about their 
organisations’ considerable investments in 
digital programs and wondered about the 
efficacy of their efforts. Were they focusing 
their digital investments in the right areas – 
to simplify service or reduce cost, to attract 
new customers or engage existing ones? 
While the CEOs I spoke with had digital 
strategies and programs, some were 
experiencing a kind of decision making 
anxiety that sometimes accompanies 
significant ‘shocks’ or disruptions both 
before and after they are known. 

This anxiety is exemplified by these 
quotes: ‘It’s [digital is] the future, but 
where should I place my bets’, ‘How 
much should I spend, on what, and for 
what return?’. To what extent should 
these investments displace other worthy 

Some CEOs were 'blown 
away' by the insights 
generated from burgeoning 
internal data analysis 
teams, particularly about 
customers and products; 
but they were less 
enthusiastic about their 
organisations' capacity to 
harness those insights.

projects? ‘It’s not straightforward … to run 
a comparative IRR [internal rate of return] 
… more a leap of faith.’

What to do with big data
Some CEOs were ‘blown away’ by the 
insights generated from burgeoning 
internal data analysis teams, particularly 
about customers and products; but 
they were less enthusiastic about their 
organisations’ capacity to harness those 
insights. As one CEO observed, ‘There’s 
a lot of it [data], but much of it is not 
especially useful … there are more people 
[in these roles] than ever … [but] coherent, 
actionable insights are thin on the ground.’ 
The same CEO proposed a more scientific 
approach: ‘We’ve been guilty of starting 
from a position of collecting data [for the 
sake if it] … that’s wrong … start from the 
questions you want to answer.’

How to build capabilities  
and keep great people 
Some CEOs were more concerned 
about capabilities, including the perennial 
issue of what capabilities will be required 
to be successful in the future and how 
their organisations could start building 
them now. Interviewees shared their 
apprehension about how best to time, 
pre-emptively, capability building in an area 
of emerging strategic importance, while 
‘turning off’ another that was becoming 
less relevant.

Many of the CEOs were expecting 
low growth in the economy and their 
industries, and, to meet the needs of their 
stakeholders, were on the hunt for new 
sources of revenue. Some of them had 
recently been through growth options 
evaluation exercises and identified 
promising organic growth strategies that 
had faltered in the experimentation stage 
or failed to reach targets. This was causing 
some CEOs to build execution capability 
and/or show greater interest in what 
could be achieved through new business 
models or partnerships and alliances with 
other organisations with complementary 
capabilities.

A few of the CEOs were worried about 
losing capability, in the form of some of 
their best people, under threat not only 
from rivals offering them a better employee 
value propositions, but also the allure of 
contracting: ‘Some people are prepared to 
work on contract … and trade off security 
… to accelerate their careers and increase 
their remuneration [considerably].’ The 
cost of living in Australia’s major cities was 
exacerbating this trend.

Remaining agile as we grow
Several of the CEOs were interested 
in maintaining or fostering agility and 
flexibility, and keeping things simple: ‘How 
can we build an agile workforce to keep up 
with change?’ and ‘We need to continue to 
improve our processes but how do we do 
that without adding layers of unnecessary 
bureaucracy?’

Two CEOs whose organisations had 
experienced considerable recent growth, 
propelling them into the orbit of larger 
organisations, described their intentions to 
find more efficient, fit for purpose decision 
making approaches and ‘operating 
rhythms’ for their organisations. These 
CEOs were concerned to ensure that 
the limited ‘bandwidth’ of their scarce, 
talented people was not unnecessarily 
contained by getting caught up in matters 
in which they need not be involved. This 
was mostly about getting the right people 
involved in the right projects, the right 
decisions and the right organisational 
interactions; that is, the ones that added 
the most value to the organisation and 
to their development. One of the CEOs 
said that the answer was to build more 
organisational resilience for robust 
conversations about how people spend 
their time. 

***  

This article paints a portrait of CEOs as a 
nervous bunch, but this has as much to do 
with the nature of the question ‘What’s on 
your mind’ and the relationship I have with 
them, which is to sometimes help fix things 
that aren’t going well, as it does with their 
mindsets. That said, there is a ring of truth 
about what a CEO recently said to me:

‘There will never again be a year in which 
the pace of change was as slow as it 
was last year’. 

The environment is inevitably becoming 
more knotty and challenging. Being able to 
see a clear path through it is more valuable 
than ever.
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About Right Lane
 
Right Lane is a flourishing, top quality, ethical management 
consulting firm. 

We employ our distinctive ideas and processes, and our 
absolute commitment to delivery, to help clients we care 
about pursue their inspiring missions.

We work alongside clients who do great work within the 
sectors they operate, and we are excited to be involved in 
creating outcomes that truly make a difference.

We are an ethical consulting firm with a strong belief in the 
work we do, and with a passion to give back to the broader 
community with the skills and expertise available within our 
walls. 

Right Lane was established in 1997 to help private, not 
for profit and public sector clients to clarify and accelerate 
their future plans. Over the past 20 years, we have 
helped the executive teams and boards of more than 
150 organisations to define and adapt their direction and 
strategy, identify and clarify their priorities, align their efforts 
with their aspirations, get their major projects started and 
finished, and measure and improve their performance.

Our areas of focus 
• Developing and managing strategy and planning 

processes for clients

• Leading strategic growth projects, such as pre-merger 
analysis, pricing, new product feasibility, marketing 
expenditure effectiveness and growth options 
evaluation

• Implementing strategy through aligning and engaging 
the organisation, and measuring and monitoring 
performance

• Assisting clients with governance projects – from board 
culture and capabilities to board appraisals and reviews

B Corp certified - what does it mean?
 
In 2015 Right Lane became Australia’s first B Corp certified 
strategy consulting firm. 

This follows Right Lane’s decision in 2011 to adopt ‘for 
benefit’ principles, including reasonable returns, inclusive 
ownership, stakeholder governance, transparency, and 
social and environmental responsibility. Capping our return 
on shareholder funds at reasonable levels, rather than 
seeking to maximise financial returns, has allowed our firm 
to pursue our purpose to contribute to a better society by 
helping organisations that do good, do better. 

B Corporations are a new kind of company that uses 
the power of business to solve social and environmental 
problems. Certified B Corporations meet higher standards 
of social and environmental performance, transparency, 
and accountability. The performance standards measure 
a company’s impact on all its stakeholders, including 
workers, suppliers, community, and the environment. It’s 
like Fair Trade certification but for the whole business. 
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