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Strategic Capability Guide

trategy does not succeed simply because an organization has a good plan. It succeeds
when leaders have the shared capability to interpret changing conditions, make
disciplined choices, align the organization, and sustain execution over time.

This guide explains what strategic capability means, why it matters, and how leadership
teams can strengthen it through deliberate practice.

In the context of Mastering Strategy, strategic capability refers to the collective ability of a
leadership team to think, decide, act, and adapt together in ways that consistently support
the organization’s strategic direction.

It is not only about strategic planning. It is about building the ongoing leadership discipline
required to make strategy work under real operating conditions.

1. What Is Strategic Capability?

Strategic capability is the disciplined, team-level ability to interpret complexity, make clear
choices, align effort, and sustain execution under pressure.

It combines strategic thinking, decision discipline, organizational alignment, and execution
leadership.

An organization may have capable individual leaders, but still lack strategic capability if
those leaders do not operate as an integrated leadership team. Strategic capability becomes
visible when leaders share a common understanding of priorities, make decisions using
consistent strategic logic, and reinforce the same direction through their actions,
conversations, and operating routines.

Strategic capability is therefore not a single skill. It is a set of connected leadership practices
that allow strategy to remain active, visible, and useful in day-to-day decisions.
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2. Why Strategic Capability Matters

Many strategies fail not because the strategy is poorly written, but because the organization
lacks the leadership capability to execute it consistently.
Common symptoms include:
Leaders interpreting the strategy differently
Too many priorities competing for attention
Decisions being made in silos
Strategic trade-offs being avoided
Progress relies on individual effort instead of clear routines and accountability
Meetings, reporting, incentives, and routines reinforcing old priorities
Strategy becoming disconnected from daily work

Execution loses momentum when urgent day-to-day pressures take over
In these situations, the issue is not simply communication. It is a capability gap.

The leadership team may understand the strategy intellectually, but may not yet have the
shared discipline required to translate it into coordinated action.

Strategic capability matters because it helps leadership teams move from agreement in
principle to consistency in practice.

3. Strategic Capability Is a Team Capability

A key idea in Mastering Strategy is that strategy must become a team sport.

Strategic capability cannot depend only on the CEOQ, a strategy department, or a few strong
individual leaders. It must exist within the leadership team as a collective discipline.
A leadership team with strong strategic capability:

Builds a common understanding of the conditions, challenges, and choices shaping
the strategy

Interprets external and internal conditions through a shared lens
Surfaces and tests assumptions openly
Makes explicit choices about what matters most

Clarifies trade-offs and implications
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Aligns functions around the organization's priorities
Reinforces the strategy through consistent leadership signals
Uses regular review meetings and feedback to keep execution on track

Adjusts when conditions change without constantly reopening the strategy

The difference is important.

A group of capable leaders may each optimize their own area. A strategically capable
leadership team optimizes for the organization as a whole.

4. The Core Elements of Strategic Capability

Strategic capability has several connected elements. Each one matters on its own, but the
real value comes when they work together.

1. Strategic Context

Strategic capability begins with a shared understanding of the organization’s context.

This includes:

The organization's purpose, mission, vision, and values

The current strategic position

The external forces shaping the environment

The internal realities affecting performance

The assumptions underlying the current direction

The major opportunities, risks, constraints, and uncertainties
Without shared context, leaders may make decisions using different assumptions. One
leader may see growth opportunity, another may see risk exposure, and another may see

operational overload. Each perspective may be valid, but without integration, decision-
making becomes fragmented.

Strategic context provides the foundation for more coherent leadership judgement.

2. Strategic Thinking

Strategic thinking is the ability to look beyond immediate activity and consider patterns,
implications, choices, and consequences.
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It includes the ability to ask questions such as:
What is really changing?
What matters most?
What assumptions are we making?
What are we not seeing?
What are the possible consequences of this decision?
What trade-offs are required?
How does this connect to our longer-term direction?
Strategic thinking helps leaders move beyond reacting to events. It allows them to interpret

information, identify strategic issues, and recognize when short-term decisions may have
long-term implications.

At the team level, strategic thinking also requires leaders to think together. Different
functions will naturally see different parts of the organization’s reality. Strategic capability
depends on bringing those perspectives together in a disciplined way.

3. Strategic Choice

Strategy requires choice. Without choice, strategy becomes a list of ambitions rather than a
focused direction.
Strategic capability requires leaders to make clear decisions about:
Where the organization will focus
What priorities matter most
What will receive resources and attention
What will not be pursued, at least for now
What trade-offs the organization is prepared to make
What success will look like
This is often where strategy becomes difficult. Leaders may agree with broad aspirations, but

struggle when choices require saying no, reallocating resources, or changing established
practices.

A strategically capable leadership team does not avoid these tensions. It works through
them deliberately.



%% MASTERING
& STRATEGY

MAKING STRATEGY A TEAM SPORT

4. Strategic Alignment

Strategic alignment means that people, priorities, resources, systems, and behaviours are
working in support of the same direction.

Alignment is not achieved simply by announcing the strategy. It has to be built and
maintained.

Leadership teams need to consider whether the organization’s enablers are supporting or
hindering execution, including:
Culture
Structure
Governance
Decision rights
Resource allocation
Leadership practices
Incentives and performance systems
Meetings and management routines
Communication practices
Measures and reporting

Misalignment often shows up when the strategy says one thing, but the organization's
systems and behaviours reward something else.

For example, a company may say innovation is a priority while continuing to reward only
short-term efficiency. Or it may say cross-functional collaboration is essential while
maintaining decision processes that reinforce silos.

Strategic capability requires leaders to identify and reduce these forms of friction.

5. Strategic Execution
Execution is where strategy becomes real.

Strategic execution is not simply a matter of assigning tasks. It requires coordinated action,
clear accountability, disciplined use of resources, a structured decision-making process, and
ongoing review.
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A strategically capable leadership team asks:
Are the right initiatives in place?
Are responsibilities clear?
Are resources aligned with priorities?
Are decisions being made at the right level?
Are obstacles being surfaced early?
Are we measuring what matters?

Are we learning and adjusting as conditions change?

Execution depends on more than effort. It depends on whether the leadership system
supports consistent action.

When execution depends on heroics, personal workarounds, or too many issues being
pushed up to senior leaders, it usually indicates that strategic capability is underdeveloped.

6. Strategic Learning and Adaptation

No strategy unfolds exactly as expected. Conditions change. Assumptions prove incomplete.
New risks and opportunities emerge.

Strategic capability includes the ability to learn and adapt without losing focus.

This requires a disciplined balance:
Staying committed enough for the strategy to guide action

Remaining alert enough to recognize when adjustment is needed
Strategically capable teams do not constantly reopen the strategy because of every new
issue. Nor do they rigidly follow a plan that no longer fits reality. They use evidence, feedback,

and structured review to determine whether to stay the course, adjust execution, or
reconsider strategic choices.

7. Signs That Strategic Capability Is Weak

Weak strategic capability often appears as execution difficulty, but the underlying problem is
usually deeper.
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5. Strategic Capability vs. Strategic Planning

Strategic planning and strategic capability are related, but they are not the same.
is typically a process used to develop direction, priorities, goals, and
initiatives.
is what enables leaders to use that direction to guide decisions, align

action, and sustain execution over time.

A strategic plan may define where the organization wants to go. Strategic capability
determines whether leaders can keep the organization moving in that direction when
pressure, complexity, and competing demands arise.

The distinction matters because many organizations invest heavily in planning but much
less in the capability required to execute and sustain the plan.

A strong plan is valuable, but without strategic capability, it may not shape daily decisions.

6. Signs That Strategic Capability Is Strong

Strategic capability becomes visible in how leaders behave, not just in what they say. Signs
of strong strategic capability include:

Leaders can clearly explain the strategy in consistent language
Priorities are understood across functions

Trade-offs are explicit rather than avoided

Decisions are connected to strategic intent

Meetings focus on the issues that matter most

Resource allocation reflects stated priorities

Strategic issues are surfaced early

Teams understand how their work contributes to strategy
Progress is reviewed through meaningful indicators
Leaders reinforce the same direction through their actions
The organization adapts without losing focus

In these organizations, strategy is not separate from day-to-day management; it shapes how
leaders make decisions, set priorities, and review progress.
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7. Signs That Strategic Capability Is Weak

Weak strategic capability often appears as execution difficulty, but the underlying problem is
usually deeper.
Common signs include:
Leaders agree in meetings but interpret priorities differently afterward
Everything seems important
Strategic choices are vague or incomplete
Functions pursue their own priorities without enough enterprise alignment
Decisions are escalated repeatedly
Measures track activity more than progress
Leaders send inconsistent signals
Meetings focus heavily on operations and rarely on strategic progress
People are unclear about what should change because of the strategy
Execution depends on a small number of individuals pushing work forward
The organization reacts to pressure by reverting to old patterns

These are not just communication problems. They are signs that the leadership team may
need a stronger shared discipline for leading strategy.

8. The Role of the Leadership Team

The leadership team plays a central role in building strategic capability.

Its responsibility is not only to approve the strategy. It must also create the conditions that
allow the strategy to be understood, acted on, reinforced, and adapted.
This includes:

Building a shared understanding of the conditions, challenges, and choices shaping
the strategy

Making clear choices
Clarifying priorities and trade-offs
Aligning functions and resources

Removing barriers to execution
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Reinforcing strategic priorities through leadership behaviour
Reviewing progress regularly

Learning from results

Adjusting when necessary

The leadership team is the bridge between strategic intent and organizational action.

If the leadership team is not aligned, the organization is unlikely to be aligned. If the
leadership team does not apply strategic discipline consistently, the rest of the organization
will receive mixed signals.

9. Leadership Practices That Build Strategic Capability

Strategic capability develops through repeated practice. It is strengthened when leadership
teams build specific habits into the way they work.

Practice 1: Create Shared Context

Leaders should regularly discuss the environment, internal realities, assumptions, risks, and
opportunities shaping the organization.

This prevents individual leaders from operating with different mental models of the situation.

Useful questions include:
What has changed since we last reviewed the strategy?
What assumptions are we relying on?

What are we learning from customers, employees, competitors, funders, members, or
stakeholders?

What internal constraints are affecting our ability to execute?

What signals might indicate that our strategy needs adjustment?

Practice 2: Make Choices Explicit
Leadership teams should be clear about what has been chosen and what has not.
This includes naming the trade-offs.

Useful questions include:

What are our true priorities?
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What will receive disproportionate attention and resources?
What are we choosing not to do?

What tensions or trade-offs must be managed?

Where are we trying to do too much?

What would we stop, slow, or reduce to protect our most important priorities?

Practice 3: Connect Decisions to Strateqy
Strategic priorities should be used actively in decision-making.

Useful questions include:
How does this decision support our strategy?
Which strategic priority does this advance?
What are the implications for resources, people, systems, and timing?
Does this decision create alignment or fragmentation?

Are we making this decision based on strategic logic or short-term pressure?

Practice 4: Align the System
Leaders should examine whether the organization’s systems support the strategy.

Useful questions include:
Do our meetings focus on the right priorities?
Do our measures reflect strategic progress?
Do our incentives reinforce the behaviours we need?
Are decision rights clear?
Are resources aligned with priorities?
Does our structure help or hinder execution?

What routines are pulling attention away from the strategy?

Practice 5: Reinforce Through Leadership Signals

People watch what leaders actually do. Strategic capability depends heavily on consistent
leadership signals.

_'|0_
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Leadership signals include:
What leaders ask about
What they spend time on
What they recognize and reward
What they challenge
What they ignore
What they revisit in meetings
What they communicate repeatedly
What decisions they make under pressure
If leaders say the strategy matters but spend little time discussing it, people will notice. If

leaders claim collaboration is important but reward only individual functional performance,
people will adjust accordingly.

Strategic capability requires leaders to make their signals consistent with the strategy.

Practice 6: Establish a Reqular Execution Rhythm

A regular execution rhythm keeps strategic priorities visible, active, and connected to
leadership decisions..
This may include:

Weekly operational check-ins tied to strategic priorities

Monthly strategic progress reviews

Quarterly priority reviews

Regular risk and assumption checks

Initiative reviews focused on barriers and decisions

Periodic reviews of measures and outcomes

Cadence matters because strategy can easily be crowded out by urgent operational
demands. A disciplined rhythm ensures that strategic priorities remain part of the leadership
team’s ongoing work.

Practice 7: Learn and Adjust

Leadership teams should treat execution as a learning process.

_'|'|_
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Useful questions include:
What progress are we seeing?
What is not moving as expected?
What obstacles are recurring?
What assumptions have changed?
What are we learning from implementation?
What should we adjust?

What should remain stable?

This allows the team to adapt intelligently without losing strategic coherence.

10. Building Strategic Capability Over Time

Strategic capability is not built in a single workshop or planning session. It develops through
repeated application.

A useful progression is:

The leadership team recognizes that strategy execution depends on collective leadership
discipline, not just individual effort or a written plan.

The team develops a common language for discussing strategy, priorities, trade-offs,
alignment, execution, and adaptation.

The team applies strategic tools and conversations to real organizational issues, not
abstract examples.

Leaders begin changing how they make decisions, run meetings, allocate attention, and
reinforce priorities.

_]2_
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The organization's structures, routines, measures, and incentives are adjusted to better
support the strategy.

Strategic thinking, decision-making, alignment, and execution review become part of the
leadership team’s normal operating rhythm.

The goal is not to create dependence on a planning process. The goal is to build a leadership
team that can keep strategy alive in real conditions.

11. Strategic Capability Self-Assessment

Leadership teams can use the following questions to assess their current level of strategic
capability.

Rate each statement on a scale from 1 to 5:

1 = Strongly disagree

2 = Disagree
3 = Neutral or unsure
4 = Agree

5 = Strongly agree

1. We have a shared understanding of the external forces affecting our organization.
We have a clear view of our current strategic position.

We regularly test the assumptions behind our strategy.

v

Leaders interpret major strategic issues in a reasonably consistent way.

Our strategic priorities are clear and focused.
We have made explicit trade-offs about what we will and will not pursue.

Resource allocation reflects our stated priorities.

o N W

Leaders use the strategy to guide important decisions.

_]3_
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9. Our functions or departments are aligned around shared enterprise priorities.
10. Our systems, routines, and measures reinforce the strategy.
11. People understand how their work contributes to strategic priorities.

12. Leadership behaviours are consistent with the strategy.

13. Strategic initiatives have clear ownership and accountability.
14. Obstacles to execution are surfaced early and addressed constructively.

15. Our leadership meetings regularly review strategic progress, not just operational
activity.

16. We have a practical cadence for keeping strategy visible and active.

17. We use evidence and feedback to assess whether the strategy is working.
18. We adjust execution when conditions change.

19. We use implementation experience to identify what is working, what is not, and what
needs to change.

20. We maintain strategic focus even when short-term pressure increases.

Interpreting the Results

A suggests that the leadership team has strong strategic capability and is likely to
execute strategy with greater consistency.

A suggests that some elements are present, but the team may need to
strengthen specific practices.

A suggests that strategy may be vulnerable to misalignment, unclear trade-offs,
inconsistent leadership behaviour, or execution drift.

The most useful discussion is not simply the total score. The real value comes from
identifying where the leadership team is least aligned and where improvement would have
the greatest impact.

_]4_
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12. Strategic Capability Discussion Questions

After completing the assessment, discuss:
Where is our strategic capability strongest?
Where is it weakest?
Where do we appear aligned in principle but inconsistent in practice?
Which strategic priorities may be hardest to execute due to gaps in our current capability?
What leadership behaviours need to change?
What systems or routines are working against the strategy?
What decisions are we avoiding?
What trade-offs need to be made more explicit?
What regular meetings or check-ins would help us stay focused on strategic priorities?

What is one practical change we can make immediately?

13. Practical Ways to Strengthen Strategic Capability

Leadership teams can strengthen strategic capability by taking practical steps such as:

Create a simple, consistent explanation of the strategy that leaders can use across the
organization.
It should explain:

Where the organization is going

Why that direction matters

What priorities matter most

What must change

How success will be measured

What people should focus on now

_]5_
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Too many priorities dilute strategic focus. Leadership teams should identify the few priorities
that matter most and ensure that resources, attention, and accountability are aligned
accordingly.

Trade-offs should be named directly. If everything remains important, nothing is truly
strategic.

Leadership meetings should be examined to determine whether they reinforce the strategy or
simply manage recurring operational issues.

Measures should track meaningful progress, not just activity. A useful measure should help
leaders understand whether the strategy is advancing and where intervention may be needed.

Strategic priorities often cut across functions. Leadership teams should clarify where joint
ownership is required and how interdependencies will be managed.

Regular strategy reviews help prevent drift. The cadence should be practical, focused, and
decision-oriented.

S

Leaders should compare what they say matters with what they actually spend time on,
reward, challenge, and revisit.

Execution reviews should not be limited to status updates. They should help the leadership
team identify obstacles, test assumptions, make decisions, and adapt.
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14. The Connection to Mastering Strateqy

Mastering Strategy is designed to build strategic capability in intact leadership teams.

Each module strengthens a different part of the capability:

Module 1: Making Strateqy Work

Builds a shared understanding of strategy as a leadership discipline, not just a planning
exercise. The module helps the team clarify the difference between having a strategy and
making strategy work, while introducing the leadership team's role in creating focus,
alignment, and execution discipline.

Module 2: Thinking Like Strategists: Insight, Foresight & Decision Discipline

Develops the team'’s ability to think more strategically about the conditions shaping the
organization’s future. The module helps leaders examine external and internal realities,
surface assumptions, distinguish signal from noise, and use insight and foresight to support
better strategic decisions.

Module 3: Enabling Execution

Helps leaders understand that execution depends on more than effort and task completion.
The module examines the organizational conditions that either support or weaken execution,
including culture, structure, governance, resources, incentives, leadership practices, and
operating routines.

Module 4: Making Clear, Disciplined Choices

Helps the team translate strategic direction into focused priorities, goals, initiatives, measures,
and accountabilities. The module strengthens the team'’s ability to make trade-offs, reduce
overload, and clarify what must happen for the strategy to move from intent to action.

Module 5: Mobilizing for Execution

Focuses on aligning people, systems, behaviours, communication, and leadership signals
around the strategy. The module helps leaders understand how to move strategic priorities
through the organization and reduce the gaps that often appear between agreement at the
top and action elsewhere.

_'|7_
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Module 6: Making Strateqy Stick

Builds the leadership practices needed to sustain strategic execution over time. The module
focuses on regular review, feedback, learning, adjustment, and the leadership commitments
required to keep strategy visible and active as conditions change.

Together, the six modules help leadership teams move from strategy as
a planning event to strateqy as a shared leadership discipline.

15.Key Takeaway

Strategic capability is what allows strategy to survive contact with reality.

It is the difference between having a plan and having a leadership team that can make the
plan work.

Organizations with strong strategic capability are better able to focus, align, execute, learn,
and adapt. They do not rely solely on individual effort, heroic problem-solving, or periodic
planning sessions. They build the collective discipline required to lead strategy every day.

In practical terms, strategic capability means that leaders are not only able to create
strategy. They are able to carry it, reinforce it, and adjust it together.

That is what makes strategy a team sport.

MS Strategic Capability Guide 260615
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