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PREFACE  

 

his book is written to inspire you to dream bigger and do better. It’s 
for the executive leader who wants to make a difference by bringing 

the company’s vision to life but is facing resistance to change. It’s for 
the middle manager who is striving for excellence but understands their 

own success is limited to their team’s effectiveness. It’s for the 

individual contributor who wants to put their time and talent to their 

highest and best use, not just for what it will do for their company, but 

also for what they will become in the process.  

After leading strategy deployment and execution for several 

Fortune 500 international companies, it became clear that the 

traditional approach to annual strategic planning and management was 

woefully ineffective. I found myself in a dysfunctional cycle of 

spending excruciating weeks at a time building the perfect annual 

strategic plan, only to find out a year later that practically none of it 

was enacted. Things changed too fast, people got distracted, and there 

just wasn’t a sense of urgency for achieving strategic goals. It was like 

boarding a plane from Atlanta to New York and leaving the ground, 

then landing somewhere else, never questioning what went wrong, and 

then jumping back on the plane to do it over and over again. 

Furthermore, companies were investing heavily in Continuous 

Improvement programs that were disjointed, only targeted frontline 
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operations, and sometimes undermined the company’s strategy. There 

had to be a better way. 

I found a few enterprising leaders willing to experiment with me to 

fix this. We tried a simpler, more agile, and more scientific approach 

to creating and executing strategy. With a bit of refinement, it worked 

brilliantly. Teams went from achieving two big goals per year to 17 or 

more. We saw multiples in EBITDA growth, costs reduced 

dramatically, and double-digit increases in productivity, all within 

weeks or months instead of years. The leaders had cracked the code on 

getting their middle managers to embrace innovation and change. 

Middle managers realized how to engage their people in delivering 

excellence and taking more pride in their work. Frontline staff 

discovered how to cut through bureaucracy and innovate effectively. 

The foundation for a true mission-driven culture of Continuous 

Improvement was laid. 

I realized the immense power this had to help people achieve more 

and make a greater positive impact in their businesses, on their 

communities, and on the world at large. This led me to create Impruver 

and spread this simple and natural process to all who aspire to 

something greater. Since then, the process has been adopted by dozens 

of companies of all sizes and across industries, producing thousands of 

practitioners and stunning results. It turns out that the ideas and 

concepts in this book have been used to produce some of the most 

incredible achievements since the beginning of humankind. A recent 

and perhaps the most significant example is the moonshot of the 1960s, 

which serves as a narrative to further illustrate the process’s 

effectiveness. You will find that you can readily apply FIT to achieve 

your strategic goals, both personal and professional, as well. 
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arc Andreesen (co-author of Mosaic, the first widely used web 

browser; co-founder of Netscape; and co-founder and general partner 

of Silicon Valley venture capital firm Andreessen Horowitz) coined 

the prescient expression “software is eating the world.”4 Well, it turns 

out that software isn’t the only thing eating the world. Science also has 
a seat at the table. Science has been eating the world for millennia; 

effective software just does a job better of applying scientific 

principles. 

There have been times in human history when leadership 

objectives were achieved using brute force. In these times, the last 

person standing in battle or the most feared person was, by default, the 

leader. It’s the law of the jungle. Despite the uncivilized aspect of this 
process, I suppose there is some value in having to prove yourself 

before you are ready to lead others. There’s at least some degree of 
science involved when there’s proof required. 

Leadership in the modern era has transformed into more of an art 

form than a science. We've been conditioned to recognize a particular 

image or aesthetic of leadership. We’ve learned to recognize someone 
who is charismatic, well-spoken, extroverted, intelligent, dominant 

personality, well-dressed, and wealthy as the leader. However, these 

characteristics can be quite deceiving when it comes to leadership. It’s 
like the 6’ 7” athletic guy who shows up to the basketball court wearing 
the latest Air Jordans, armbands, and all the other gear associated with 

the best ballers. We have no choice but to assume the guy can play. 

Unfortunately, in leadership, as with street ball, the reality is that there 

is little correlation between these attributes and leaders who 

outperform their competition and produce consistently excellent 

results. 

In one of my favorite books of all time, Good to Great, Jim Collins 

talks about the concept of Level five leaders having the following 

characteristics: developing humility, asking for help, taking 

M 
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responsibility upon themselves to ensure success, developing the right 

disciplines, finding the right people, and leading with passion.14 These 

leaders consistently outperform the market, as detailed in Good to 

Great. 

Level five leaders are scientific leaders, meaning they take a 

scientific approach to leadership and the achievement of mission-

critical business objectives. The leader’s ultimate job is to lead the 
organization to the desired destination on time and with minimal 

resources consumed in the process, which we will call strategy 

execution. The power of science is that it allows one to produce 

systematic, repeatable outcomes. Therefore, scientific leaders take a 

systematic, repeatable approach to executing company strategy. The 

scientific process is iterative and empirical. It seeks to discover the 

truth through experimentation and evidence rather than assuming and 

defending the preferred reality, which humans are prone to do, 

especially in states of heightened fear and insecurity.  

You’ve probably heard of scientific management, a field of study 

that started in the early 1900s with Gilbert and Taylor and some of the 

other thought leaders of that time. Henry Ford is a significant 

contributor in this space with the introduction of the continuous flow 

production line. Scientific management evolved into the management 

philosophies we all know and love, like Lean, Six Sigma, TQM, ISO, 

and all the others. 

Scientific leadership is a natural progression on that immensely 

vast body of work to apply scientific principles in the leadership 

function. This makes leadership a lot less like magic or some 

endowment that only a few are blessed with and more a systematic way 

of leading so that you can produce predictable results. This work aims 

to empower present and future leaders to leverage entire organizations 

to achieve the seemingly impossible through the application of 

leadership science. 
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Like Lean and other modern management disciplines, Agile is also 

based on scientific thinking. Agile is founded on the premise that 

assumptions carry risks that require mitigation. The best way to 

mitigate risks is through experimentation to find the truth and better 

understand reality. However, experimentation comes with costs that 

are often difficult to budget for in advance. One never knows how 

much time, material, or other resources are required to find the truth 

through experimentation. As a result, people shift the focus of work 

and execution to inputs, tasks, and projects based on the best 

knowledge they have at the given moment, mixed with a slew of 

conscious and unconscious assumptions. They over-rely on intuition 

and judgment and under-rely on proactively seeking truth. Not 

knowing all the answers is associated with poor performance in many 

corporate cultures. It creates an environment where jumping to 

conclusions is the norm. Meanwhile, empirical research, or learning by 

trial, is too often discouraged.  

In traditional approaches to strategic planning, leaders develop 

plans with gigantic project lists founded on assumptions and wrong 

information. While some then go into driver mode for the next year to 

hammer out tasks, others drop the strategic plan into a dark drawer 

underneath a stack of old dusty manilla folders, never again to see the 

light of day. These brilliant, highly detailed plans go right from the 

dark drawer to the trash can when its time to create the next year’s 
strategic plan. Most never develop measures of success to determine if 

their initiatives are on the right track throughout the year. Most never 

bother to get input from customers or key stakeholders to determine if 

a mid-year pivot is needed. Consequently, enormous waste is produced 

as tens, hundreds, or perhaps tens of thousands of people throughout 

the company chug away at projects that became irrelevant shortly after 

they were conceived. 

Agile, as a discipline, was created in the mid-1990s to minimize 

the amount of useless software developers wrote. Software 
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development and strategic planning have something in common. The 

fact that you can create just about anything you can imagine is a gift 

and a curse. It’s a gift because you can let your imagination run free. 
It’s a curse because you may end up expending an incredible wealth of 

resources on something no one wants or needs. Agile brought the 

power of iteration to the forefront. It sought to recover what the Lean 

and Six Sigma world somehow lost. Instead of building a massive plan 

that is rife with assumptions that will hopefully lead you to your 

destination, just set a relatively short-term goal and iterate your way 

there. Execute a series of solutions that meets the need with the least 

amount of time and resources consumed, then seek feedback after each 

iteration. That’s right, instead of assuming and running with it, take 

your time and learn as you go. 

The ultimate feedback is in the data, which represents people and 

process behaviors. Data, in this context, could also come in the form 

of customer or other stakeholder feedback. The key is to begin with the 

destination in mind, take small steps, and maximize learning at each 

stage. This makes pivoting a million times easier as well. In today’s 
business climate, pivotability is paramount due to a high rate of 

disruption. Think of a tailback in American football. Barry Sanders is 

still one of my all-time favorites. His agility was incredible. Watching 

him run the ball was a spectacle. You could pretty much hand the ball 

off and kick your feet up because it’s nearly impossible to stop him 
from scoring a touchdown. If you’ve never seen Barry run the ball, 
please put this book down, go to Youtube, search for Barry Sanders 

highlights, and prepare to have your mind blown. 

The premise of Agile is essentially the scientific approach. The 

scientific method is to a) form a hypothesis, b) run the experiment, and 

c) observe the result. Let’s look at how the Agile approach does each 
of these. In Agile methodology, you a) develop a scope of work and 

predict the impact it will make, b) execute the work, and c) get 

feedback and see how well it worked. One of two great things will 
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happen from this: You’ll get better results or have learned something 

you need to know. You’re better off in both scenarios. The more 

proficient you become in this discipline, the faster and fewer resources 

you consume in getting to truth or results. In other words, your agility 

increases. Then it becomes a race of agility between you and your 

competitors. It becomes a game of maximizing impact while 

minimizing time and other resources needed to learn, execute, and 

achieve results. 

You’re probably wondering how all this applies to you. You’re a 
leader, not a software developer, right? Well, think of it this way. Once 

you’ve chosen a destination for your organization, you have two 

choices: you can throw one Hail Mary pass after another and hope 

someone eventually catches the ball, or you can hand the ball off to 

Barry Sanders. Barry is clear on where the touchdown is. He can take 

off and sprint like the wind if no one is there to stop him. But if the 

play is broken and defenders are all around, he will take advantage of 

each footstep to cut, pivot, spin move, speed up, hurdle, slow down, 

juke, make defenders miss or run into each other—whatever it takes to 

score the touchdown.  

In the last 24 months, we’ve been hit with a global pandemic, great 
resignation, recession, significant supply chain disruptions, civil and 

political unrest, and droughts. You will be forgiven if you punt the ball 

as you have plenty of great excuses for why you didn’t meet your goals, 

or you can become more agile, make them all miss, and score your 

touchdown.   
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WHY AGILE STRATEGY EXECUTION 

In July of 2022, the US Department of Commerce announced that the 

country had officially slipped into a recession after two straight 

quarters of shrinking GDP. The recession news comes amid a global 

pandemic, crippling supply chain shortages, and several other 

significant disruptions. Businesses across industries are tightening 

their belts, bracing for a slower-than-desired second half of the year.  

In a conversation with a C-level executive at a leading packaging 

company, he said, “We were planning on launching our new strategy a 

few months ago, but it’s a good thing we didn’t. With the economy 
heading into recession, we’ll have to change our focus to cost savings 

now.” Although his new direction has merit, his logic deserves further 

evaluation. Strategy execution is a capability that needs to be built over 

time. Given the rate of disruption we’ve seen recently, this leader will 
never roll out a strategy. By the time he comes up with a new strategic 

plan, there will be another disruption, another, and then another. He’ll 
be waiting forever to start building a capability that is already long 

overdue.  

This leader, like so many others in his class, is accustomed to the 

more traditional approach to strategy execution. It takes so long to 

create, communicate, deploy, and execute the strategy that it must be 

done in long slow cycles, typically annually. These leaders see strategy 

execution as an exercise in sheer willpower or a one-off project, as 

opposed to more of a perpetual fitness regimen. It’s almost as if they 

believe they can turn on and off “Kobe Bryant” mode at will. Perhaps 
they can acquire a new tool or hire consultants to “implement” the 
strategy. They may not have realized that the Mamba never had an off 

switch. There was never a time when Kobe took a break from trying to 

get better at the craft. He knew that there would always be disruptions 

to the game: different teams, better players, changing rules, 
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technological advancement, etc. He took every opportunity to 

maximize his fitness level to be ready for whatever may come. 

 

Source: 

https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:6960168516457033728 

The traditional approach to strategy execution is woefully 

inadequate for the rate of disruption that we see in the modern world. 

Companies need to be able to adapt and capitalize on the fly, regardless 

of size. Given the magnitude of some of the disruptions we’re seeing, 

such as the mass exodus of people aging out of the workforce, even 

large companies are not insulated from the threat of demise. Sure, the 

leader in the earlier example can change his focus overnight, but it 

takes years to build a robust strategy execution capability. He cannot 

afford to wait another day to start building this critical capability. 
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Here are a few great reasons to invest in strategy execution now: 

 

ENABLE CONTINUOUS TRANSFORMATION 

The magnitude of volatility and rate of change in the business 

environments we operate are at an all-time high. Businesses need to be 

able to transform continuously instead of the discrete phases that we 

typically attempt to implement with annual strategic planning. Jack 

Welch once remarked, “If the rate of change on the outside exceeds the 
rate of change on the inside, the end is near.”72 I can’t entirely agree 

with everything Jack Welch has said, but on this one, he’s right on the 
money. How we develop, deploy, and execute our most significant 

priorities needs to ensure that the rate of internal change remains in 

sync or even outpaces the rate of external change.  

Toys “R” Us is a prime example of what happens when companies, 

even large, powerful ones, fail at continuous transformation. If you 

were born before 2000, you know how big of a toy retailing 

powerhouse TRU once was. Founded by Charles Lazarus in 1957, the 

company multiplied to 807 stores globally, becoming the #1 toy 

retailer in the world by a large margin by the late 1970s. The company 

went public in 1978. Toy icons such as G.I. Joe, Star Wars, Cabbage 

Patch Kids, Nintendo, and Sega Genesis owe a considerable part of 

their success to TRU.6 The company’s growth can be attributed to 
Charles Lazarus’s singular strategy to be the ultimate toy-buying 

experience for kids. It was a pure low-margin, high-market share play. 

I still remember that jingle in my head: “I don’t wanna grow up; I’m a 

Toys ‘R’ Us kid. There’s a million toys at Toys ‘R’ Us that I can play 
with. From bikes to trains to video games, it’s the biggest toy store 
there is….” You know the one I’m talking about. Those commercials 
had me seriously contemplating how I could avoid growing up so I 

could continue being a Toys “R” Us kid.  
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Unfortunately, there came a time for Charles to grow up and retire. 

In 1994, Charles stepped down as CEO, although he remained 

Chairman of the Board until 1998. Around that same time, a storm was 

brewing in the market that would precipitate the company’s rapid 

demise. The Board elected John Eyler as CEO of the company in May 

of 2000. After realizing the incredible brand equity meticulously built 

up by the previous regime, John decided to switch gears away from 

being a paradise for young toy consumers and began driving financial 

metrics, mainly profitability, by any means necessary. The company 

lost focus on what made it great. John’s approach was to cut expenses 
away from customer experience, leaving stores in disrepair while 

increasing prices and thus profits. The company stopped paying 

attention to what kids bought as their interests shifted to computers, 

higher-end video games, and tablets. 

TRU failed to respond as other big box retailers such as Walmart, 

K-Mart, and Target began selling toys as a loss leader to generate foot 

traffic and sell other products at higher margins.6 It was just too easy 

for a mom to grab a toy here and there while picking up groceries and 

other household necessities. TRU failed to respond as the internet and 

dot com furor had taken hold, dramatically changing the retail 

landscape. They eventually struck a deal with Amazon that had the 

potential to turn things around but went south as the eCommerce giant 

began offering products from competing toy retailers. Stocks fell 

rapidly, and the writing was on the wall for TRU. 

In 2005, private equity firms KKR, Bain, and Varnado swooped in 

to try to facilitate a turnaround. They purchased TRU for $6.6B, 

saddling the company with so much debt that the $400M interest bill 

alone swallowed up half its operating income. Long story short, TRU 

filed for bankruptcy in 2017, after which 40% of its suppliers declined 

to extend credit for purchases, demanding cash on delivery. Sensing 

the blood in the water, the big box retailers cut toy prices even further 

to finish the job.6 I haven’t heard that jingle since 2017. 
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TRU is a cautionary tale of losing sight of the external forces that 

companies need to remain adaptive and continuously transform, 

instead opting to turn inward to extract value. Deploying and executing 

strategy on an annual schedule fails to appreciate that disruption does 

not happen on a set schedule either. Companies need to have the ability 

to adapt on a dime as both external and internal circumstances change. 

Any amount of delay in adaptation leaves an opening for competition 

to step in and fill the gap. Even if the destination remains the same, 

companies must stay flexible on how to get there. ASE provides a 

mechanism for companies to continuously transform and stay lockstep 

with the market, providing no opportunities for sunlight to peak 

through the canopy. 

 

INCREASE AGILITY 

There has never been a time more than right now that companies need 

to invest in their agility so that they can respond to frequently changing 

circumstances. Agility is a capability, much like speed, strength, 

efficiency, and flexibility. It’s an attribute of fitness that enables one to 
change direction with minimal loss in momentum, energy, or other 

facilities. Agility is built and conditioned into the company’s people 
and management systems over time. Like an agile soccer player can 

quickly adjust to the game’s dynamics, placing themselves in the 

action sooner to make good plays, an agile company can seize market 

opportunities before their more lumbering competitors can respond.  

An agile company has better options for handling a given situation 

than one that is not. They embrace disruption because they are ready 

to capitalize on the newly created opportunities. On the other hand, 

leaders in inflexible companies often feel hamstrung by poor agility. 

They are paralyzed by fear of the future because they know the 

company is not fit to adapt to emerging realities.  
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In 1953, then CEO of GM, Charles Wilson, exclaimed during a 

congressional hearing that “as goes GM, so goes the nation.”53 He 

wasn’t wrong. The company has wielded enormous influence over the 

US economy over the last century. Founded in 1908, having survived 

the Great Depression, GM emerged as the largest corporation in 

America and the largest employer in the world after World War II. In 

the 1960s, GM made over 50% of all cars driven in the US. The 

company’s stunning fleet included iconic brands such as Chevrolet, 
Buick, GMC, Pontiac, Hummer, Cadillac, and Oldsmobile.33 

However, General Motors is in trouble at the time of this writing.66 

Let’s dissect how a lack of agility precipitated their demise. 

The automotive industry has seen significant innovation from the 

1980s until today. GM suffered its first major blow in market share 

when foreign competitors such as Toyota, Honda, and Nissan 

introduced smaller, higher-quality vehicles into the US market.66 

Toyota passed GM in market share in January 2009. GM was unable 

to adapt its supply chain and manufacturing operations to capitalize on 

the stark reality that people no longer desired the large gas-guzzling 

SUVs that dominated the 1990s, especially as household finances were 

squeezed by the Great Recession of the early 2000s. GM’s high 
operating costs and dramatically declining sales led to GM filing 

Chapter 11 bankruptcy in 2009 as well, triggering a government 

bailout of $90B to save tens of thousands of US jobs. GM executives 

famously flew into Washington, DC, in private jets to plead for this 

massive taxpayer-funded loan.33,66 This gesture is symbolic of a culture 

of excess, even when facing a crisis. During this time, GM’s stock, 
which once soared at $90 per share, had fallen to a jaw-dropping $1 

per share.66  

The bailout practically made the US government the most 

significant controlling interest in GM. The company was restructured 

and rebranded as the “new GM” under new management. While all this 
was happening in the C-suite, not much had changed on the frontlines. 
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GM was still making the same gas guzzlers, promising to shift to 

smaller, more efficient vehicles to compete with their fast-growing 

counterparts. They eventually got there but were a day late and a dollar 

short. By the time GM transitioned, electric vehicles were becoming 

all the rage. Interestingly, GM launched one of the first EV models in 

1996, called the EV1. The rollout was such a disaster that the company 

ended up very publicly crushing the fleet of EV cars at a junkyard to 

reclaim the scrap metal.33,66 They were clearly stating that EV was not 

the future of GM and perhaps not the future of the automotive industry. 

Ironically, the founders of Tesla Motors, who witnessed this event, 

were so disgusted by GM’s actions and attitudes towards EV that they 

decided to dedicate their careers to advancing this technology. Since 

then, GM has had one serious introduction into the EV market with the 

Chevy Volt, which is currently discontinued due to a series of batteries 

catching fire. 

Fast forward to 2020, and Tesla Motors was crowned the world’s 
most valuable car company.70 After suffering a dramatic fall from 

grace and seeing the incredible success that Tesla is experiencing, GM 

has recently declared that it will be taking its entire fleet to EVs by 

2035.33 Once #1 by a long shot, the car company is now projecting that 

it will catch up with a recent upstart, albeit 15 years into the future. 

Analysts are understandably predicting that GM is doomed for more 

calamity, resorting to political distraction and competitor sabotage to 

avoid confronting the fact that, despite a war chest of cash, talent, and 

other resources, they can’t adapt fast enough to keep up with the times. 

Recently elected US President Joe Biden, in a speech at a GM facility 

in 2022, made an enormous blunder, praising GM for leading the way 

in the EV revolution. This is at a time when Tesla holds 63% of the US 

EV market share while GM has only 9%. Tesla is also decades ahead 

of GM in technology and infrastructure to bring EVs to market. In Q4 

of 2021, GM had sold just 26 EVs compared to Tesla’s 309,000. 

Reports are also circulating that GM issued orders to buy from Tesla 
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suppliers at any cost to choke their leading competitor’s supply chains 
a few years back, all while Tesla was struggling to avoid 

bankruptcy.33,66 

The GM case is a prime example of a company that has failed to 

develop agility. They have grown so dependent on the internal 

combustion engine that it has blinded them to the stark realities 

confronting their business model. As gasoline prices continued to soar, 

squeezing household finances and creating international conflicts, 

environmental destruction, and other challenges, GM kept making 

those engines bigger and bigger. As they gradually came to terms with 

the fact that this wasn’t a sustaining strategy, they were hamstrung by 
their inability to change directions, stooping to political and 

competitive tactics that only continued to hurt their brand. It’s a good 
thing that the fate of the US is no longer tied to that of GM. 

ASE provides the mechanism to reinforce organizational agility. It 

can be challenging to build agility in an environment where external 

operating conditions are relatively stable, especially with a 

predominantly reactive approach to management. The troops become 

complicit and unfit for battle without all the drills and training. In worst 

cases, a culture of infighting and other self-destructive behavior 

patterns ensues. As companies grow larger, this dynamic becomes 

increasingly preeminent. ASE transitions the organization’s mindset 
from reactive to proactive, creating an environment where change is 

the norm. It’s a mechanism for ensuring preparedness so that when 

abrupt change is necessary, the capability is already built to enable 

success. One of my favorite unattributed quotes is “champions are 
made in the off-season.” Great companies, like great athletes, prepare 
for change before the need arises. In today’s VUCA operating 

environment, the need for agility is in heightened demand. There are 

no signs of this dynamic easing up anytime soon.  
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ASE operationalizes a culture of change, even when it’s not forced 
on the organization. With ASE, every person has a number they are 

striving to achieve, providing a precise speed and direction for 

improvement. In their effort to succeed, they will be the drivers of a 

series of changes to the processes within their domain and, even more 

importantly, themselves. Their peers, managers, and reports are also 

proactive drivers of change. In times of externally forced change, 

people are more comfortable and ready to react appropriately. In times 

of slow external change, people remain proactive, investing in the 

future. Over time, the company becomes the ultimate apex organism, 

fit to thrive regardless of the conditions. 

 

CREATE A CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT 

CULTURE 

Peter Drucker, widely regarded as the founder of modern management, 

said that “culture eats strategy for breakfast.”21 In other words, culture 

does not depend on strategy, but any strategy should consider culture 

strongly. In biology and horticulture, a culture is described as a 

lifeform that grows or increases in number. When we think of 

corporate culture, we think of the thoughts, values, and behavior 

patterns that are repeated and spread somewhat organically. Company 

culture is influenced indirectly by creating conditions for certain 

beliefs and behaviors to proliferate more easily. A Continuous 

Improvement culture is one in which change for the greater good is the 

path of least resistance within the organization. Continuous 

Improvement is often thought of as a set of tools and principles to be 

applied to how work is done on the frontlines. However, companies 

that thrive develop a culture of Continuous Improvement that 

permeates every level, job, and aspect of how the organization 

operates. 
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The scale of improvement activity should be relative to the 

individual’s domain or scope of responsibility within the company. 

While a frontline employee might be making improvements within a 

specific production process, a middle manager might be leading the 

installation of a new and improved production line; meanwhile, a 

senior executive might be building a production plant to open a new 

market. Either way, the general process is the same: Focus on a Goal, 

Iterate toward your Goal, and Track your progress. Always have a Goal 

that stretches you to improve. Continually improve toward that Goal. 

This works even better when everyone’s Goals are aligned with what’s 
most important for the business to improve right now. When one link 

in the chain becomes complicit and fails to keep improving, the entire 

chain is weakened. This is true from the C-suite to the frontlines and 

across functions. 

The New England Confectionary Company, also known as 

NECCO, went out of business in 2017. The NECCO case provides a 

powerful example of what a poor Continuous Improvement culture can 

do to a company. NECCO is America’s oldest confectionary company 
and once held an 80% market share nationwide. This 150-year-old 

fallen candy titan once boasted classic brands such as NECCO Wafers, 

Sweethearts Candies, and the Sky Bar among others.37 After a rocky 

end-of-life, the company was forced into bankruptcy by its creditors, 

ending the tenure of hundreds of employees abruptly, some of whom 

had been with the company for over 40 years.  

Here’s the kicker: in 2001, the company was debt free. Let’s 
examine what transpired between 2001 and 2017 that led this US staple 

from debt free to bankruptcy in such a short period.  

The NECCO company was founded and run by the Chase family 

since its inception in the mid-1800s. The business grew steadily 

throughout the years, remaining in healthy operations throughout the 

Great Depression, the world wars, and several recessions. In 2003, the 
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Chase family decided to build a state-of-the-art, 825,000-square-foot 

candy production facility in Revere, Massachusetts. In addition to 

hiring 400 people to operate the facility, this came at a price tag of 

$150M.37 On the one hand, perhaps this wasn’t a terrible decision 
considering that the company was earning $100M in annual revenue. 

On the other hand, sales were in decline. America was facing an 

obesity epidemic, and sugar consumption was decreasing. Leadership 

at the company failed to make the necessary efficiency improvements 

to get operating costs back to healthy levels and increase the 

company’s long-term viability.  

In 2007, the Chase family sold NECCO to private equity firm 

American Capital for $57M, which led the company into a forced 

bankruptcy. In 2017, Round Hill Investments acquired the company 

for $17.3M during a bankruptcy auction. Between 2007 and 2017, 

NECCO saw losses of an eye-popping $150M.37 Shortly after Round 

Hill’s acquisition, several significant issues surfaced, highlighting the 

company’s inadequate Continuous Improvement culture.  

In 2017, the FDA shut down the Revere plant after repeated 

citations of rat infestations and other food safety violations. Federal 

inspectors found rodent bite and claw marks in raw material bags and 

excrement pellets littered throughout the factory. One maintenance 

manager later reported that he had captured 112 rats during a surprise 

weekend visit to the plant.37 Once again, the company knew there were 

serious issues for a long time and failed to make the improvements 

necessary to remain viable. As sales declined, the company decided to 

“fix the balance sheet” by cutting essential functions from the budget, 
such as maintenance and sanitation, later proving to expedite the 

company’s demise.  

The team had decades to enrich their Continuous Improvement 

culture, engaging everyone in improving something important every 

day, but chose a more perilous path of unsustainable quick fixes. 
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Instead of operating at such massive losses, the team could have 

applied heijunka to right-size production capacities throughout the 

supply chain to match demand. Instead of cutting the sanitation budget, 

they could have driven out production waste to free up resources to 

implement a functioning food safety program and strengthen its quality 

management practices. Instead of going years without addressing FDA 

violations, they could have applied 5S and other visual management 

systems to highlight non-compliance and escalate issues appropriately. 

They could have also completed a deep clean of troubled areas and 

used root cause analysis to identify sources of contamination and 

breeches so that they could be properly sealed. Instead of sticking with 

products that were increasingly considered unhealthy, they could have 

invested in R&D to create new products that were more aligned with 

market interests. 

The fact that these things were not done indicates a poor 

Continuous Improvement culture. Everyone saw the problems and 

stepped over them. Material handlers saw the claw and bite marks in 

the raw material bags but failed to take corrective action. Management 

knew of the rat excrement pellets littered throughout the plant but 

ignored the problem. Executives saw the financials slipping further and 

further in the wrong direction and failed to take the appropriate 

measures. It’s not that they were terrible people. W. Edward Deming 

said, “A bad system beats a good person every time.”18 A bad culture 

also encourages good people to misbehave. Somehow, NECCO had 

developed a culture in which doing the right thing was wrong. 

Continuous Improvement cannot thrive in this environment.  

ASE reinforces a Continuous Improvement culture, clearly 

defining success for the organization and decentralizing thinking and 

choice-making. In many companies, leaders assume the authority of 

knowledge, intelligence, and control. They believe it’s their job to do 

the thinking and everyone else should do as they’re told. These leaders 
ignore the wealth of knowledge, intelligence, and goodwill of others 
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throughout the organization. ASE decentralizes knowledge and control 

so everyone can make the best choices for improvement within their 

domain in the context of what is most important for the business to 

improve. Leaders set direction and gain commitment for improvement 

from their teams, then coach routinely for action and learning. Instead 

of telling their direct reports what to fix next, they provide feedback 

mechanisms that allow their direct reports to see for themselves how 

their actions are impacting results. Leaders ask questions encouraging 

people to think and commit to further action and improvement. Taiichi 

Ohno, the father of the Toyota Production System, said, “The Toyota 
Production System can be realized only when all the workers become 

tortoises.”43 In the fable “The Tortoise and the Hare,” the tortoise 

moves methodically and consistently, albeit slowly. Taiichi suggests 

that people should never stop in their improvement journey. The goal 

of a thriving Continuous Improvement culture—everybody improving 

something important every day—is enabled by ASE. 

There’s a silver lining in the NECCO example. After a slew of 
lawsuits following Round Hill Investments’ acquisition, Ohio candy 

manufacturer Spangler stepped in to purchase some of NECCO’s 
most-loved brands, such as Sweethearts Candies, for $18.8M. 

Therefore, the next generation will have the same opportunities to 

swap these thoughtful tokens of appreciation as several generations 

before. 

 

DEVELOP A LEADERSHIP PIPELINE 

The world is currently experiencing a severe deficit in leadership 

talent. As of this writing, the US labor market has 10,000 people 

retiring daily. As baby boomers exit the workforce, they take decades 

of business-critical knowledge, discipline, and refined talent with 

them. According to the 2021 Bureau of Labor Statistics report, the 

voluntary turnover rate in the US workforce is 25% annually. Despite 
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the mass exodus of boomers, the most common reason employees 

leave their jobs is because they are not being challenged at work. This 

includes feeling underappreciated and bored with what they do every 

day. Furthermore, it costs companies an average $4,129 to replace an 

employee. An enormous amount of wasted human capital occurs in the 

workforce year after year. Companies are not only missing out on the 

potential for improved business results from their people’s lack of 
professional growth, but the company’s employees are also missing 

out on the improved quality of life that comes with personal growth. 

It’s a lose–lose situation. 

How often do we see companies go outside to backfill key 

leadership roles because they haven’t done a good job developing 

internal leadership capability and talent? It turns out that the rate of 

outside hiring to backfill leadership roles is increasing dramatically 

over time. According to Wharton management professor Martin 

Conyon, the rate of companies that hired outside to backfill CEOs from 

the 1970s to 1990s increased from 15% to 25%. Some of these 

companies have thousands or even tens of thousands of employees. 

How can it be that none of them are ready to assume greater 

responsibility, especially considering that they all know the inner 

workings of the business better than any outsider? 

Believe it or not, Yahoo was the #1 web portal and search engine 

on the internet not so long ago. In 1994, Stanford classmates and 

Electrical Engineering Ph.D. candidates Jerry Yang and David Filo 

started Yahoo to organize all their favorite websites and share them on 

the internet. At the time, it was called Jerry & David’s Guide to the 
World Wide Web. This hobby site ultimately came to rival AOL as it 

grew into a powerful portal and search engine thanks to its speed and 

quality of curation. As the company grew more successful, the 

founders changed the name to Yahoo, which stands for Yet Another 

Hierarchical Organized Oracle.10 Thanks to this early version of 
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Yahoo, the world was starting to get a glimpse of what the internet 

might grow up to become. 

By 1998, Yahoo became the #1 search engine, boasting over 1 

million daily page views and 13 million unique monthly users. The 

investment money was pouring in, and so was advertising revenue. The 

company quickly found itself flush with cash and ready to spend. What 

came next can accurately be called a comedy of errors that highlights 

a severe lack of internal talent development, poor strategy execution, 

and bad leadership judgment. In the 20 years to come, the company 

would see 11 different CEOs, almost exclusively from the outside. The 

company would also watch its stock value tumble from its peak in 2000 

at $118.75 to as low as $8.11 per share. Why couldn’t Yahoo find one 
suitable leader from among its over 14,000 employees that could help 

strengthen what made the company great to begin with? Did the 

company not trust its ability to develop leaders systematically? 

Yahoo made one blunder after another, passing up golden 

investment opportunities and overpaying for what turned out to be 

flops. The company had a chance in 1998 to purchase Google for a 

minuscule $1 million. Ironically, Google, worth $1.56 trillion as of this 

writing, became one of the biggest reasons for Yahoo’s fall from grace 
over the coming few years. To add injury to insult, Yahoo also turned 

down an opportunity to purchase Doubleclick, which Google then 

acquired to transform the pay-per-click advertising world as we know 

it. Yahoo also passed on Youtube, which was well on its way to 

becoming a video-serving juggernaut, and a deal that Google was wise 

enough not to pass up. It doesn’t stop there. Yahoo also had 

opportunities to purchase Facebook. Still, negotiations fell apart as the 

company refused to offer what would now be considered a low price 

of $1.1B before Facebook’s value skyrocketed to north of $500 billion. 
On the other hand, Yahoo paid the astronomical price of $5.7 billion 

for Mark Cuban’s Broadcast.com, which is practically non-existent 

today. Furthermore, Yahoo spent $3.7 billion on Geocities, which did 
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not age well. In 2008, Microsoft offered to buy Yahoo for a handsome 

$40 billion, an offer that was declined, only to sell to Verizon in 2017 

for $4.5 billion.10 

Yahoo demonstrated a pattern of not trusting its ability to 

systematically develop leaders in exchange for betting on saviors to 

come in from the outside. These outsiders came in and made one failed 

decision after another. Each time the outside hero faltered, the internal 

talent watched in horror. Not just the horror that the company was 

losing, which was terrible, but in the knowledge that they were being 

overlooked for people who were arguably less competent. They were 

subconsciously being trained to think the company couldn’t win and 
that they were unfit to lead. 

To make matters worse, in 2013, CEO Marissa Mayer instituted a 

forced ranking system of talent management.48 Forced ranking rates 

employee performance on a bell curve, forcing employees into a pre-

determined numbering scale. In the case of Yahoo, employees were 

rated on a scale of one through five. The move to forced, or stacked, 

ranking was not well received by employees. The company was later 

sued by fired Editorial Director Gregory Anderson, who claimed that 

managers enforced quotas for a set number of employees to be ranked 

as poor performers. There were other complaints that because a limited 

number of top ratings were allotted, talented people no longer wanted 

to work together. Strategic goals were sacrificed as employees didn’t 
want to change projects and risk receiving a lower score.10,48 Cliff 

Stevenson, an Analyst at Brandon Hall Group said, “It sends a signal 

of culling the masses; not trying to develop employees.”48 It positions 

leaders as judges and encourages a culture of obedience, risk aversion, 

and compliance as opposed to one in which people are developed into 

their potential. 

In May of 2021, Verizon sold Yahoo and AOL in a package deal 

to Apollo Global Management for $5 billion. This means Yahoo fell 
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from its peak valuation of $125 billion to under $5 billion after a 21-

year struggle for relevance in a market dominated by companies it once 

denied.10 Many would cite a pattern of poor leadership and decision-

making. In further analysis, a clear pattern of poor talent development 

contributed largely to their downfall. Perhaps Yahoo didn’t make poor 
acquisitions at all. It’s possible that a severe lack of ability to execute 

strategy took effect post-acquisition and drove the newly acquired 

assets into the ground. Perhaps Google, Facebook, Youtube, 

Doubleclick, and all the others were better off by not selling to Yahoo. 

We can’t be sure. All we know for certain is that one of the most well-

resourced companies in the history of the planet fell dramatically. 

The best-run companies, though, put a deliberate effort toward 

systematically developing leadership capability. As we will cover later 

in this book, ASE provides a simple framework through which talent 

can be nurtured and better prepared to step into roles of greater 

responsibility. ASE offers a data-driven approach for identifying top 

performers instead of the traditionally used subjective ranking systems. 

If our friend Alan Branch is right that strategy execution is the 

responsibility that makes or breaks executives, then strategy execution 

is job one for executives. Companies that have a culture of strategy 

execution lead in their industries. ASE provides structure to the 

strategy execution process so that companies can build deep bench 

strength for emerging leadership opportunities. Employees learn the 

framework from any position in the company and can grow personally 

and professionally within it throughout their careers. 

Steven Covey once said, “Most leaders would agree that they’d be 
better off having an average strategy with superb execution than a 

superb strategy with poor execution.”16 If this is so, why are companies 

eager to hire name-brand leaders over those with the most substantial 

track record for superb execution? The good news is that excellent 

strategy execution is measurable and, thus, can be systematized and 

continuously improved. You will soon learn exactly how to do it. 
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JFK was immensely frustrated with the previous administration’s 
lack of ambition, inability to focus, and poor execution. It was 

consumed with the crisis of the moment and unwilling to commit to 

anything more significant. When he stood up to the podium to declare 

that the US would send a man to the moon and back within the decade, 

he too was under enormous pressure to deal with the crisis of the 

moment. These included shortages in freshwater, fighting poverty and 

disease, the emerging cold war with the Soviet Union, and so much 

more. Going to the moon was not urgent as this achievement would not 

save or improve the immediate circumstances of a single man, woman, 

or child. Many detractors saw it as a distraction that would waste time 

and other valuable resources that could be applied more directly to 

imminent problems. However, JFK saw the moon mission as 

imperative. When this goal was set, the US, and the entire world for 

that matter, was not fit to achieve it. JFK saw that by selecting this 

single, all-consuming goal, gaining alignment among stakeholders, 

and executing the strategy, the nation would become fit; not just fit to 

go to the moon, but to overcome the many, more urgent challenges that 

it faced. This goal would require otherwise divided factions to put their 

differences aside and pull together. It gave the entire world a crystal-

clear definition of success that any three-year-old could understand and 

aspire to. It gave a divided nation a reason to work together as one. On 

that day, JFK was not just setting a goal for himself; he was issuing a 

challenge to the entire human race. This challenge was given 

credibility because he was the president, or the most powerful 

individual, of the world’s leading superpower. People who lead others 

all hold a similar position of authority, although probably at a smaller 

scale.  

Setting a challenge is part art and part science. It is a choice that 

provides direction for improvement but should require high 

coordination to overcome the natural inclination to decline into 

division and chaos. It should transcend the urgency of the moment, but 
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in working to overcome, the organization becomes more fit so that 

what is impossible today becomes easy tomorrow. In doing so, the 

quality of life for all stakeholders is raised to a higher plateau. “Why 

choose to go to the moon?”2 Kennedy rhetorically asked during his 

historic moonshot speech. To paraphrase his response, it’s to make us 

more fit to achieve anything else we set our minds to. JKF continued, 

“Because that goal will serve to organize and measure the best of our 
energies and skills. Because that challenge is one that we are willing to 

accept; one we are unwilling to postpone.”2 This conviction to do the 

impossible triggered a series of developments that put humankind 

decades ahead of where we would otherwise be by now. 

Failure is par for the course when attempting the impossible. 

Believe it or not, the moonshot mission was declared even before we 

knew if there was even a surface to land on. The first goal was to send 

probes to the moon to survey its surface, starting in 1961. NASA sent 

a series of unmanned probes called the Ranger 1 through 9 missions to 

transmit images and video and learn about the moon’s surface. After 

six failed attempts, this initial goal was finally achieved. Ranger 1 

established the basic spacecraft configuration—a pair of wing-like 

solar arrays, a high-gain dish antenna, and a tower holding scientific 

sensors and instruments—but failed to reach escape velocity and 

burned up as it fell back to Earth. Ranger 2 suffered the same fate. 

Ranger 3 left Earth but missed the moon by about 22,000 miles and 

ended up in orbit around the sun. NASA reported that “some useful 
data was gathered from the flight,”53 but not many specifics. Ranger 4 

crashed into the moon and sent back nothing. Ranger 5’s battery failed 

and missed the moon after transmitting some gamma-ray data. It is now 

orbiting the sun along with Ranger 3. Ranger 6 impacted the moon but, 

unfortunately, no video or camera data was sent back. Finally, Ranger 

7, during its last few minutes of flight, was able to send back over 4,300 

images before smashing into the moon. There were two additional 

flights, Ranger 8 and 9, which sent back thousands of photos, 
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confirming the hypothesis that a solid surface did exist on the moon 

and providing several locations for a potential landing.52 

None of this would have been possible without the focus, 

commitment, and persistence to achieve the goal emanating from the 

highest levels in the US government, and in this case, the oval office. 

Each Ranger flight taught us a ton about what it takes to send objects 

to the moon, including significant advancements in communications 

and remote controls built into satellites, drones, and other technologies 

commonly used today. The string of failures accelerated our learning 

dramatically. There is a string of great failures behind any significant 

achievement. For organizations to set high goals and achieve them, 

they must first get comfortable with failing and persevering. 

Organizations that become complicit with past success inherently 

develop an aversion to risk and avoid failure. Embracing failure is 

pivotal to developing scientific thinking. Each attempt at improvement 

is based on a hypothesis that needs to be proven empirically. This 

requires entering each experiment with a healthy skepticism about 

“being right,” requiring proof beyond the benefit of the doubt. The 

default disposition is to expect failure but keep trying for success. 

Many companies approach management and improvement from a 

standpoint that being wrong is unacceptable, therefore incentivizing a 

bias for favorable results from each activity or else consequences shall 

be dealt to the one who attempted change. This bias becomes inherent 

in the culture, creating momentum against trying, as venturing into 

something new could expose inconvenient truths. When the goal is so 

distinct and ambitious as landing a man on the moon and returning him 

home safely, there is no room for bias in getting to the truth. 

Succeeding at each sequential goal is imperative to achieving the next. 

In the Ranger missions, learnings from each flight are built upon the 

best knowledge and understanding from the previous. This is 

systematic advancement. It moves us from an age when a few are all-
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knowing, and all others must blindly obey, to one when anyone can 

build a path to success using the scientific method. 

Chapter 1 Assignment: 

Complete the Strategy Execution Self-assessment found at the following 

link: 

https://strategycircle.impruver.com/ase-self-assessment/ 

This assessment will help you to evaluate how effectively your organization 

executes its strategy. You’ll need a copy of last year’s strategy and an updated 
status tracker to show how much progress was made. 

After the self-assessment, please continue to Chapter 2 of this book. 

https://strategycircle.impruver.com/ase-self-assessment/
https://strategycircle.impruver.com/ase-self-assessment/
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Looking for the perfect technology to bring ease and 

automation to FIT and Agile Strategy Execution? 

 

TRY IMPRUVER 

 

Achieve 7X more strategic goals and produce better results with 

Impruver! 

• Set and align Goals throughout your organization 

• Facilitate routine Iteration cycles with your team 

• Track progress in real time across the enterprise 

• Reward and celebrate success systematically 

Get started at impruver.com  

http://impruver.com/
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Take a Free Course and earn credits toward your Certification 

 

AGILE STRATEGY EXECUTION 

 

 

- Learn the simplest and most powerful approach to strategy 

execution 

- Discover a practical approach to engaging everyone in a 

culture of Continuous Improvement culture 

- Develop the capability to lead organizational transformation 

 

Here’s the link: 

https://strategycircle.impruver.com/courses/introduction-to-agile-

strategy-execution/ 

 

https://strategycircle.impruver.com/courses/introduction-to-agile-strategy-execution/
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Book a discovery call here: 
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call 
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