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SYNOPSIS [FROM THE COVER] 
The leader’s most important job—selecting and appraising people—is one that should never be delegated. 
As a CEO, Larry Bossidy personally makes the calls to check references for key hires. Why? With the right 
people in the right jobs, there’s a leadership gene pool that conceives and selects strategies that can be 
executed. People then work together to create a strategy building block by building block, a strategy in 
sync with the realities of the marketplace, the economy, and the competition. Once the right people and 
strategy are in place, they are then linked to an operating process that results in the implementation of 
specific programs and actions and that assigns accountability. This kind of effective operating process 
goes way beyond the typical budget exercise that looks into a rearview mirror to set its goals. It puts 
reality behind the numbers and is where the rubber meets the road.  

	
 
“We now live in a world in which radical change can happen seemingly overnight, and in which many 
former “givens” will be in flux for a long time. That reality makes execution harder (not that it’s ever been 
easy), but also more important than ever before.”	

“The company that executes well will have the confidence, speed, and resources to move fast as new 
opportunities emerge.” 
  
“In a slower-growth global economy everyone will be fighting harder and smarter to win market share. 
Each company will be searching for a new advantage, in the form of products, technologies, management, 
locations, prices, among many other variables. The margins for error are thinner, and flexibility and speed 
in assigning and re-assigning resources will make a huge difference in performance.” 
  
“The three processes—people, strategy, and operations— remain the building blocks and heart of good 
execution.” 
  
“It is imperative, too, that every strategy takes into account an analysis and understanding of the global 
financial and economic environment marked by slower growth, increased competition, altered consumer 
behavior, and more government intervention.” 
  
“Leaders must be sensitive to when a strategy has run its course and needs to be changed and have the 
flexibility to act quickly to make the change.” 
  
“To execute well there must be accountability, clear goals, accurate methods to measure performance, and 
the right rewards for people who perform.” 
  



“Strategy no longer is set in stone. A good strategy will be under constant review or revision depending 
on what is happening in the business environment.” 
  
“They are fundamental things you must do to execute well, but they must be undertaken in the context of 
the times.” 
  
“In Execution we stress the need for domain knowledge, the kind of granular understanding of how the 
business makes money that goes beyond profit and loss statements.”  
  
“It is far more important to maintain your credibility as a leader by being relentlessly realistic rather than 
trying to gloss over problems.” 
  
“There are several characteristics that will differentiate good leaders going forward. They will have a 
commanding knowledge of the world around them. They will never stop learning. They will be extremely 
flexible and quick to adapt to changing conditions. But perhaps most important of all, they will lead in a 
positive and uplifting way that gives confidence to those who follow.” 
  
“When you manage these processes in depth, you get robust outputs. You get answers to critical 
questions: Are our products positioned optimally in the marketplace? Can we identify how we’re going to 
turn the plan into specific results for growth and productivity?” 
  
“Execution is the great unaddressed issue in the business world today. Its absence is the single biggest 
obstacle to success and the cause of most of the disappointments that are mistakenly attributed to other 
causes.” 
  
“I first began to identify the problem of execution more than three decades ago, as I observed that 
strategic plans often did not work out in practice.” 
  
“Any company that sells direct has certain advantages: control over pricing, no retail markups, and a sales 
force dedicated to its own products. But that wasn’t Dell’s secret. After all, Gateway sells direct too, but 
lately it has fared no better than Dell’s other rivals. Dell’s insight was that building to order, executing 
superbly, and keeping a sharp eye on costs would give him an unbeatable advantage.” 
  
“Execution is a discipline, and integral to strategy. Execution is the major job of the business leader. 
Execution must be a core element of an organization’s culture.” 
  
“Execution is a systematic process of rigorously discussing hows and whats, questioning, tenaciously 
following through, and ensuring accountability. It includes making assumptions about the business 
environment, assessing the organization’s capabilities, linking strategy to operations and the people who 
are going to implement the strategy, synchronizing those people and their various disciplines, and linking 
rewards to outcomes.” 
  
“In its most fundamental sense, execution is a systematic way of exposing reality and acting on it.” 
  
“The heart of execution lies in the three core processes: the people process, the strategy process, and the 
operations process.” 
  
“Businesses that execute, as we shall see, prosecute them with rigor, intensity, and depth. Which people 
will do the job, and how will they be judged and held accountable? What human, technical, production, 
and financial resources are needed to execute the strategy? Will the organization have the ones it needs 
two years out, when the strategy goes to the next level?” 
  



“But there’s an enormous difference between leading an organization and presiding over it. The leader 
who boasts of her hands-off style or puts her faith in empowerment is not dealing with the issues of the 
day. She is not confronting the people responsible for poor performance, or searching for problems to 
solve and then making sure they get solved. She is presiding, and she’s only doing half her job.” 
  
“The intellectual challenge of execution is in getting to the heart of an issue through persistent and 
constructive probing.” 
  
“Second, in the mad rush to grow revenues, Lucent set out in too many directions at once. It added 
myriad unprofitable product lines and acquired businesses it couldn’t integrate—or even run, especially 
in the many cases where leaders of the acquired companies left because they couldn’t abide the 
bureaucratic culture.” 
  
“There are seven essential behaviors that form the first building block of execution: Know your people 
and your business. Insist on realism. Set clear goals and priorities. Follow through. Reward the doers. 
Expand people’s capabilities. Know yourself.” 
  
“Next I meet with as many people in the plant as I can. I spend half an hour taking them through a slide 
presentation about where the company is. Then I take questions for an hour. I can sense from the 
questions and the dialogue how well the manager normally communicates with her workforce. If nobody 
asks me questions, I know this is not an open community. If people are afraid to ask me a tough question 
like “What’s your bonus going to be this year?” I know this isn’t going to be a free exchange.” 
  
“Being present allows you, as a leader, to connect personally with your people, and personal connections 
help you build your intuitive feel for the business as well as for the people running the business.” 
  
“The skill of the coach is the art of questioning. Asking incisive questions forces people to think, to 
discover, to search.” 
  
“People who are setting out to change a culture often talk first about changing the set of values. That’s the 
wrong focus. Values—fundamental principles and standards, such as integrity or respect for the customer 
or in GE’s case boundarylessness—may need to be reinforced, but they rarely need changing. When 
people, especially those at the highest levels of the company, violate one of the company’s basic values, 
the leader must step forth to publicly condemn those violations. Anything less is interpreted as a lack of 
emotional fortitude.” 
  
“But the foundation of a great company is the way it develops people—providing the right experiences, 
such as learning in different jobs, learning from other people, giving candid feedback, and providing 
coaching, education, and training. If you spend the same amount of time and energy developing people as 
you do on budgeting, strategic planning, and financial monitoring, the payoff will come in sustainable 
competitive advantage.” 
  
“A robust people process does three things. It evaluates individuals accurately and in depth. It provides a 
framework for identifying and developing the leadership talent—at all levels and of all kinds—the 
organization will need to execute its strategies down the road. And it fills the leadership pipeline that’s 
the basis of a strong succession plan.” 
  
“The retention risk analysis looks at a person’s marketability, her potential for mobility, and the risk a 
business faces if she leaves.” 
  
“Corporate-level strategy analyzes the mix of businesses and makes decisions about whether the mix 
should change in order to earn the best sustainable return on the company’s capital.”  



  
“Synchronization is essential for excellence in execution and for energizing the corporation. 
Synchronization means that all the moving parts of the organization have common assumptions about the 
external environment over the operating year and a common understanding—the left hand knows what 
the right hand is doing. Synchronizing includes matching the goals of the interdependent parts and 
linking their priorities with other parts of the organization. When conditions change, synchronization 
realigns the multiple priorities and reallocates resources.” 
  
“The heart of the working of a business is how the three processes of people, strategy, and operations link 
together. Leaders need to master the individual processes and the way they work together as a whole. 
They are the foundation for the discipline of execution, at the center of conceiving and executing a 
strategy. They are the differentiation between you and your competitors.” 
 


