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company. Studies reveal that nine out of ten employees do not understand company’s strat-
egy. This applies to all companies, also to those, where management methods are some-
what conventional. This study investigated how to successfully run strategy implementation 
work, in the demanding competitive environment, with modern management methods. The 
objective of this Thesis was to develop a generic Strategy implementation handbook, which 
guides companies in practice through strategy implementation successfully within modern 
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The approach to conducting the research in this Thesis was case research combined with 
qualitative research. Data was gathered with interviews, and results of previous strategy 
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1 Introduction 

Small and medium sized IT companies often start their businesses around IT develop-

ment. The company could be founded by a couple of nerds, who are extremely good in 

the substance of the company. However, managing and running of the company is not 

their core competence. It might be that the investors and management of the company 

put effort on setting up the strategy, but to assign the personnel to work according to the 

strategy seems to be difficult. However, business practices show that if the personnel do 

not understand the strategy, they cannot be fully committed to the company, and the 

strategic targets cannot be reached.  

This Thesis studied why the implementation of strategy is so challenging, and what 

should be done to implement the strategy successfully. In this Thesis a generic handbook 

is developed to help IT companies to implement strategy successfully.   

1.1 Business Context 

Strategy implementation process proves to be a challenge especially in small to medi-

ums sized enterprises (SMEs), within the IT industry. These companies often lack re-

sources and knowledge to strategy work. Also, the strategy work from setting up the 

strategy to implementing it to all employees’ everyday work, have similarities in this in-

dustry and company profiles chosen to this Thesis, which made it possible to develop a 

generic Strategy implementation handbook.  

SMEs need to change, when the business grows, hence it is important to know how 

small and medium sized companies adapt to growth. The faster the growth is, the more 

important it is to know how the change can be implemented into the everyday operations 

of all employees (Burns 2001, 238). When companies grow the role of the company’s 

leader needs to turn from substance knowledge to leadership knowledge. (Burns 2001, 

251). 

1.2 Business Challenge, Objective and Outcome 

Disciplines in hundreds of universities have studied strategy issues all over the world for 

decades, and thousands of strategy books are launched every year, still strategy and its 
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implementation seem to be challenging for most of the companies. Which is also proved 

with a study Robert Kaplan and David Norton (2005). They found out that only five per 

cent of the personnel understood the contents of the strategy. Consequently, if the strat-

egy is not understood, the employees cannot operate according to the strategy.  

The main challenge for SME IT companies, was to implement strategy to employees’ 

everyday work. The reasons why it was difficult to implement strategy were manifold; the 

contents of the strategy were not clear enough, and the employees did not know how to 

work according to the strategy. Furthermore, the employees did not see the urgency for 

change or constant haste in SME IT companies, limited the time assigned for strategy 

implementation work. A company, which was not working according to set strategy, was 

probably also lacking targets. Without targets, the employees were not trying their out-

most and striving to better results. 

The objective of the Thesis is to develop a generic Strategy implementation handbook. 

The outcome is a Strategy implementation handbook that consists of step-by-step tem-

plates to help companies to be successful in strategy implementation. Although compa-

nies are guided through strategy implementation process, the contents of the strategy 

come from the employees.  

1.3 Thesis Outline 

The scope of this Master’s Thesis is to develop a handbook for strategy implementation. 

This Thesis is not covering the actual development of a strategy, as it is too wide an area 

and companies quite often have made at least a rough strategy plan. The situation is 

often totally different around strategy implementation. However, a list for the vital strategy 

elements is still introduced in this Thesis, as there are certain basic requirements for the 

contents of the strategy to be able to implement a strategy successfully. 

This Thesis is written in seven sections. After introducing the general contents in Section 

1, the methods and materials of the Thesis are described in Section 2.  Section 3 pre-

sents the key challenges and strengths for strategy implementation typical of SMEs in IT 

industry. In Section 4, a Conceptual Framework (CF) is synthesized based on literature 

and best practice of strategy implementation. In Section 5, an initial Strategy implemen-

tation handbook is developed, based on the findings of the previous stages. Thereafter 
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in Section 6, the initial handbook is presented to stakeholders for a validation and eval-

uation. The outcome of Section 6 is the final version of Strategy implementation hand-

book. Finally, Section 7 wraps up the Thesis with recommendations to strategy imple-

mentation actions in SME IT companies. The end of Section 7 is also dedicated to the 

final evaluation of the study.  
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2  Method and Material 

This section discusses the research design, research approach and methods utilized in 

the study. This section is divided into three parts. In the first part the selected research 

approach for this report is introduced, in the second part the research design is reviewed. 

The final part reveals how the data is collected and analyzed.  

2.1 Research Approach 

It is important to select the correct research method and strategy for an academic study. 

There are diverse alternative research methods available. Each method represents dif-

ferent approach to the question in hand. The different approaches are used, for example, 

for how the data is collected and analyzed. Qualitative research evaluates how people 

experience different situations whereas quantitative research calculates metrics and is 

often based on huge number of samples.  Qualitative research is a descriptive way to 

understand how and why people behave as they behave. The conclusions of qualitative 

research types consist of data received as words rather than numbers. (Alasuutari 1994, 

22-31; Hagan 2014: 431).  

Often choosing only one research approach is not enough. To give the study a broader 

perspective several research methods can be combined. A case study analysis a phe-

nomenon in the context of real-life and often the limits between the phenomenon and its 

connections are vague. Case study approach is also beneficial when there are many 

variables in the data, and the results rely on several sources. A case study approach can 

utilize one or multiple cases when studying problem related to an event. Furthermore, 

case study approach is used when different kind of sources provide information. Sources 

for this Theses are interviews, workshops, studies and literature (Yin 2009: 2). When 

different sources are used to understand a phenomenon, the researcher has a wider 

perspective to the case. (Baxter & Jack 2008: 544) Case study is used, when the re-

searcher tries to find an answer to question: “how” or “why” something happened. To find 

an answer the researcher needs to gather data around the phenomenon. (Yin 2003, 13-

14). 

Research approach selected for this Thesis is qualitative case study, as the success of 

strategy work bases often more on understanding the behavior of employees than on 
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quantitative measurements and behavior patterns. Qualitative data type is often free-text 

format, which gives more detailed information about the question in hand. The analysis 

of the data bases on the interpretation of interviews and other data, mainly in free-text 

format. (Creswell 2005).   

Regarding the selected research methods, in-depth interviews make the primary data 

source and essential part of this Thesis. The interviews are semi-structured, and the 

questions open-ended, as it was important not to limit the interviewees perspective into 

defined structured process but to let the interviewees discuss strategy implementation 

work as widely as possible. (Creswell 2005). The interviews are recorded, and field notes 

written to guarantee the reliability of the interviews (Riege 2003: 83) This study also relies 

on secondary data source from the previous study, as well as literature sources and best 

practice, related to the identified challenges and strengths in strategy implementation.  

2.2 Research Design 

The research design of this Thesis consists of five steps. Figure 1 below illustrates each 

step, and utilized data resources, as well as outcomes of each step.  

The first step introduces the objective of the study. After that in step 2, analyses of strat-

egy implementation practice are conducted. The second step is grounded in Data 1 col-

lected for this stage (Data 1). In this data collection, interviews and data from previous 

study (Hoikkala, 2014) are used. The challenges and best practice for a successful strat-

egy implementation are analyzed from five different perspectives: 1) Identifying what kind 

of challenges strategic intent brings. 2) Finding out which best practice can be recog-

nized concerning strategy implementation process. 3) Identifying what is the impact of 

change management to successful strategy implementation. 4) Analyzing the conse-

quences of timing to strategy implementation. 5) Analyzing resources from the compe-

tence point of view. In addition to these five perspectives the strengths in strategy imple-

mentation work are also identified. The outcome of the second step, summary of chal-

lenges and potential strengths of strategy implementation, give the outlines for the third 

step, which is best practice for strategy implementation.  

Figure 1 below illustrates the research design of this study. 
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Figure 1. Research design of this study. 
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As Figure 1 above shows, this Thesis is divided into five consecutive steps. The research 

design consists of three different data collection stages (Data 1-3). Previous step always 

has an impact on the contents of next step. 

In the third step, best practice of strategy implementation, relevant literature is studied. 

The previous step, analysis of strategy implementation practice, specified the areas for 

exploring the strategy implementation literature needed for this study. The outcome of 

the third step, guided by the results of the previous step, is a conceptual framework for 

strategy implementation within SME IT companies.  

Step 4, building a proposal, is based on the conceptual framework and the results of step 

2 (analyzes of strategy implementation practice), which serve as the foundation for the 

developing Strategy implementation handbook. In Data stage 3, interviews are con-

ducted to outline the first version of the handbook. Data stage 3 is utilized to ensure that 

the initial Strategy implementation handbook contains all necessary items to guide the 

strategy implementation successfully.  

In the final step, step 5 of the research, the ‘Strategy implementation handbook’ is vali-

dated by the C-level and O-level stakeholders who are interviewed. Additional validation 

is made by Katariina Holmgren, who give deeper insight into bottom-up management 

model. Final modifications to the Strategy implementation handbook are made based on 

the suggestions from these interviews. 

Thesis is divided in analysis of strategy implementation practice, literature review to get 

the best practice for strategy implementation and building the proposal for the Strategy 

implementation handbook 

2.3 Data Collection and Analysis 

Data was collected and analyzed in this Thesis in three main data gathering stages: Data 

1, for the analysis of the current strategy implementation practice, Data 2, for developing 

a proposal and Data 3, for validation of the proposal. Data collection methods are intro-

duced in Figure 2 below. As shown in Figure 2, the main data sources are in-depth in-

terviews, which were conducted in each data collection stage.  
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Figure 2. Research data content, sources, timing and outcome for four data collection stages. 
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As shown in Figure 2, in Data stage 1, three C-level (executive level) persons from two 

different SME IT companies were interviewed: A Chief Executive Officer (CEO) from the 

first example company, Chief Marketing Officer (CMO) from the same company, and 

Sale Director (SD) from the second example company. Each person represented a dif-

ferent perspective to strategy work, furthermore, all interviewees have long and vast ex-

perience of strategy implementation work. These persons were interviewed in all data 

collection stages. Employees from the two companies were interviewed to attain different 

perspectives to strategy work for this study.  

The main data sources are in-depth interviews. During the in-depth interviews, time was 

reserved to understand how the strategy is implemented in the example companies. 

Strategy implementation challenges were evaluated to understand what should be done 

and what should be avoided in a successful strategy work. The main questions were: 1) 

What are the crucial contents of the strategy? 2) Who should be involved into strategy 

implementation work and how? 3) How the strategy implementation is administrated? 4) 

What are most critical actions when implementing strategy? 5) What are the strengths of 

strategy implementation work in the company the interviewees represent? And finally, 6) 

What weakness can be pinpointed in strategy implementation in the company repre-

sented? All the questions were open-end questions, and the interviewees were per-

suaded to talk openly about all the challenges and best practice. The interviewer only 

gently steered the interview and asked some additional questions when needed.   

In addition to the in-depth interviews, this Thesis also relied on the interview results 

gathered by Hoikkala (2014) and related to the earlier Bachelor’s study on strategy work 

of the researcher. The previous data was collected from the survey conducted to find out 

how the case company’s employees perceived strategy work and its implementation. A 

questionnaire was sent to all the company’s employees (60 persons), and the responses 

received were 39 in total (mainly from the operative level employees). The response rate 

was thus 66%, which is considered to be reliable. Partly, the data utilized in the previous 

study came from the annual employee satisfaction surveys in the case company. The 

data used from the previous study also gives the O-level (operative level) employees’ 

perspective to the topic discussed in this Thesis. 

The questionnaire conducted in Hoikkala (2014) consisted of the following main themes, 

which were chosen to evaluate personnel’s opinions on the following entities: 1) How 
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successful was the strategy update process. 2) How the employees experienced strat-

egy work in general. 3) What were the employee’s opinion of the contents of the strategy: 

mission, vision and values. 4) What was the employee’s opinion of strategy implemen-

tation in the case company. 5) How well the company communicated strategy issues to 

the personnel. And finally, 6) what was employee’s opinion of the management team’s 

ability to run daily operations, including strategy work, in the case company.   

The scale for assessing the responses in the questionnaire was from 1 to 6, where 1 was 

the lowest grade, and 6 the highest. If the respondent gave the lowest grade, the ques-

tionnaire provided automatically an open field, where the respondents could ground the 

grades they gave. These open texts, as well as other open questions, provided several 

pages of comments about strategy and its implementation in the case company, which 

were also utilized in this Master’s Thesis. 

In Data stage 2, all the interviewees, who were interviewed for Data stage 1, were inter-

viewed again to comment the proposal for a strategy handbook. It was important to dis-

cuss with both C- and O-level employees, to get their in-depth insight to the final version 

of a Strategy implementation handbook.  

In Data 3 stage, C- and O-level interviews as well as an interview of a specialist from 

Red Hat Nordics, were conducted to validate, moderate and finalize the initial version of 

the Strategy implementation handbook. The target group was the same as in Data stage 

2 added with the specialist interview. 

Table 1 shows in more details, where the data for the Thesis came from, and what meth-

ods were used to collect data. 

Table 1. Details of data collections 1-3. 

 Data Type Informant/ Com-
pany 

Topic Data/  
duration 

Data collection, stage 1 

1 In-depth Inter-
view 

Chief Executive Of-
ficer/Example com-
pany 1 

How strategy is imple-
mented. Strengths & 
weaknesses 

24.1.2018,  
duration 2,5 
hours 

2 In-depth Inter-
view 

Chief Marketing Of-
ficer / Example com-
pany 1 

How strategy is imple-
mented. Strengths & 
weaknesses 

31.1.2018, 
duration 1,5 
hours 
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3 In-depth Inter-
view 

Sales Director/ Ex-
ample company 2 

How strategy is imple-
mented. Strengths & 
weaknesses 

31.1.2018, 
duration 1,5 
hours 

4 Data from the 
earlier survey / 
Document 

A study about strat-
egy work in a case 
company 

How strategy is imple-
mented. Strengths & 
weaknesses 

Study con-
ducted in 
Jan-March 
2014 

Data collection, stage 2 

5 In-depth inter-
view 

CEO/Example com-
pany 1 

Turning CF into hand-
book outline. 

20.3.2018 
duration 1,5 
hours 

6 In-depth inter-
view 

CMO / Example 
company 1 

Turning CF into hand-
book outline. 

26.3.2018. 
duration 2 
hours 

7 In-depth inter-
view 

SD / Example 
company 2 

Turning CF into hand-
book outline. 

4.4.2018, 
duration 1,5 
hours 

8 In-depth inter-
view 

Two operative level 
persons 

Turning CF into hand-
book outline. 

10.4.2018 
duration 2 
hours 

9 In-depth inter-
view, 2nd round 

CEO & CMO / Ex-
ample company1 

Initial contents of hand-
book 

12.4.2018, 
duration 1 
hours 

10 In-depth inter-
view, 2nd round 

O-level employee/ 
Example company 1 

Initial contents of hand-
book 

12.4.2018, 
duration 1 
hours 

11 In-depth inter-
view, 2nd round 

O-level employee/ 
Example company 1 

Initial contents of hand-
book 

13.4.2018, 
duration 1 
hours 

Data collection, stage 3 

12 In-depth Inter-
view 

CPO/Red Hat  
Nordics  

Validating the handbook, 
possible moderations 

17.4.2018, 
duration 1,5 
hours 

13 Group Interview CEO & CMO / Ex-
ample company 1 

Validating the handbook, 
possible moderations 

16.4.2018, 
duration  
2 hours  

14 Group Interview Two operative level 
persons 

Validating the final Hand-
book 

16.4.2018, 
duration  
2 hours 

15 In-depth Inter-
view 

SD / Example 
company 2 

Validating the handbook, 
possible moderations 

17.4.2018, 
duration 1 
hour 

As seen from Table 1, in Data collection 2, for building a proposal, also O-level employ-

ees were interviewed in addition to the three C-level interviewees. In this stage, an initial 

outline of the Strategy implementation handbook was co-developed in two separate in-

terview rounds. First round concentrated in the outline of the strategy handbook. The 

outline is equal to a process for strategy implementation. The second interview round of 
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Data 2, concentrated in developing initial contents of the strategy handbook. The strat-

egy handbook takes into account all requirements from the top management (C-level) to 

the operative level (O-level) people. Additionally, the initial version of the handbook was 

discussed and validated on in-depth interviews. 

Table 1 shows that in-depth interviews were the primary data collection method for this 

Thesis. Most of the interviews were face-to-face interviews, but some were conducted 

via Skype for business and some of the interviews were group interviews. All interviews 

were recorded, and field notes were made to be able to analyze the outcome of the 

interviews. The questions for the Data 1 interviews can be found in Appendix 1. The field 

notes were sent to interviewees shortly after the interview to check that everything was 

covered in the notes. The analysis method used for analyzing the interview was case 

analysis.  

In Data collection 3, for validating the proposal, both C- and O-level employees were 

interviewed, a view to leadership methods in practice at Red Hat was given by Katariina 

Holmgren, Head of Partners and Alliances, Red Hat Nordics. She gave a deeper insight 

into operation model, where decisions are made bottom-up and by the experts of the 

issue, instead of the tittle (Red Hat calls this method as Open Organization). Both C- and 

O-level interviewees were interviewed to take into account opinions from top-down and 

bottom-up. Last moderations were made, and final Strategy implementation handbook 

was reviewed by all interviewees. 
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3 Analysis of Strategy Implementation Practices in SME IT Companies 

This section discusses the strategy implementation challenges and practices in then se-

lected example companies. First, this section introduces how the analysis was con-

ducted. Second, sub-sections 3.2 – 3.6 categorize and analyze challenges related to 

strategy implementation. Third, sub-section 3.7 lists the identified strengths of the strat-

egy implementation practices observed in SMEs of IT industry.  

3.1 Overview of the Strategy Implementation Analysis  

The objective of the analysis of strategy implementation practices was to understand 

what challenges and strengths SME IT companies face when implementing strategy. To 

reach this goal, the analysis was conducted in four steps. First, strategy implementation 

practices were discussed in several in-depth interviews. Second step consisted of iden-

tifying the strengths and weaknesses of strategy implementation work. In the third step 

the findings from the in-depth interviews and the previous study (2014) were categorized. 

The purpose of the fourth step was to select and prioritize the findings of previous steps 

for zooming into in the Strategy implementation handbook. 

In the first step of the strategy implementation analysis, interviews were conducted with 

the C-level employees from two example companies. The in-depth interview part of this 

section was executed in January 2018.  

The first example company is a Finnish SME IT company that offers solutions for stream-

lining logistics processes. The core of the solution is a software, enriched with additional 

technical equipment, such as voice-directed work, barcodes and RFID. These solutions 

guarantee operational quality, accuracy and timeliness. The most important operation 

for the company is delivering solutions, as almost all solutions are custom made to meet 

companies’ individual requirements. The company’s headquarters are in Finland, and it 

has offices in Sweden, Denmark and Russia as well. The total number of employees is 

60 and turnover in fiscal year 2016 was 17 million euros. 

The second example company is a Swedish IT company with some 50 employees. The 

company’s core competence is implementing and maintaining complex IT solutions 
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mainly for manufacturing industry. The annual turnover is about 4,5 million euros. The 

company has two offices in Sweden and one in Finland.  

These two companies represent different perspectives. The first case company brings 

the perspective of developing and implementing solutions and selling hardware to sup-

port the software sales. The second case company relays on the solutions developed by 

their partners, but the implementation services are extensive and take months, some-

times even years.  

In addition to the in-depth interviews with the two example companies, the findings from 

the previous data collection (Hoikkala 2014) gave more in-depth information from O-level 

employees’ perspective about their strategy implementation practices.     

Second step consisted of identifying the strengths and challenges of strategy implemen-

tation. Data from the in-depth interviews (2018) as well as from the previous study 

(Hoikkala 2014) were utilized for the second step.  

In the third step of strategy implementation analysis, the findings from the interviews as 

well as from the previous data collection were categorized into five main categories. The 

categories are; 1) summarizing strategic intent, 2) strategy implementation process, 3) 

change management, 4) administration of strategy implementation and 5) resources. 

The information gathered with in-depth interviews and data from the previous study are 

separated in the results. 

In the fourth step of strategy implementation analysis, the findings were selected and 

prioritized, and the choices grounded, for in-depth discussion in the handbook later in 

the study. 

3.2 Challenges in Strategy Implementation Practices Related to Summarizing Strate-
gic Intent 

The analysis results of the data collection exposed how important it is to develop easy-

to-implement strategy and to investigate time and resources to implement it. 

As revealed from the interview data (2018), a small or medium sized IT company can 

often struggle with production. The company might be on its early R&D phase, and the 
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final solution is not ready yet. All programming resources are invested into solution de-

velopment and innovation, but when a new deal is closed all the resources are re-di-

rected to deliver a tailor-made customer solution. The agreed strategy is not abiding, and 

incoming cash-flow is more important than developing the final solution which can be 

sold to chosen customers. As one of the interviewees stated: 

“It seems that the customers are sometime leading the strategy work; they 

yell, and we jump” (Sales Director of Company 2).  

Furthermore, the interview data reveals that the explicit direction the company wants to 

follow, is not found from the strategy material. In addition, several simultaneous internal 

projects, such as selecting and implementing new project management tools, take all the 

extra time. In general, there are too many issues going on at the same time, leading to 

a situation where there is no time left for strategy issues. 

As revealed from the previous strategy study (2014), it does not matter how much time 

and effort a company has made to create a successful strategy, it will fail if it has not 

been implemented to all the employees’ everyday operations. Often the top-manage-

ment discuss strategy issues for weeks or even months to create a strategy for a com-

pany. When it is time to implement the strategy, a frequent practice is that the manage-

ment invites personnel to a meeting and introduces the strategy. The personnel get in 

the worst case only an hour or two to understand something that the management has 

been working with for weeks. As the results of the analysis show, in such cases, the 

strategy does not seem to be clear to the employees, or the employees do not under-

stand the big picture of the strategy. The employees think that strategic decisions are 

loose, and they are not connected to each other to formulate a clear and understandable 

strategy. One employee expressed it:  

“Our strategy is often too complicated or vague to be understood” (Serviceman 

of Company 1).  

It is typical of SMEs in IT industry that various analyses are done about products and 

company positions and segmentations, core competences and differentiators, but no ac-

tual strategic intentions or concreate action plans are typically mentioned. As one of em-

ployee from the Swedish office indicated: 
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“Get rid of theoretical jargon and concentrate on specific guidelines how to 

do things and how to work according to strategy.” (Sales Manager of com-

pany1). 

The results show that often O-level employees think that the strategy is created in a small 

inner circle, where they do not have an access. Furthermore, the operative level employ-

ees are not participating into the strategy development process and nor are they listened 

to. As a result, the employees often seem to be unsure what are their responsibilities, as 

one employee from Finnish office pointed out:    

“I only participated in one strategy session…there was a lot of discussions, 

but overall it I think that everything was decided before.” (Project Manager 

of Company 1). 

The results from the survey in the previous data collection (2014) show the following 

assessments. The average grade for questions concerning the contents of the strategy 

was between 3,44 and 4,04 (on the scale from 1 to 6). This means that the company 

succeeded fairly well in defining the contents of the strategy, but when analyzing the 

open text comments of the study from 2014, the biggest issues is to get the employees 

to work according to the set strategy. 

Summing up, one of the basic challenges revealed in the strategy practices relates to 

summarizing clear and understandable strategic intent. The top management works in-

tensively with setting up the strategy, but not enough time is reserved to implement the 

strategy to every employees’ everyday operations. Furthermore, strategic choices are 

not binding, the strategy seem to change when important customers want something 

opposite to strategy.   

3.3 Challenges in Strategy Implementation Practices Related to the Process 

The analysis results of the data collection indicate that nobody is actually leading the 

strategy implementation work. In addition, target setting, and follow-up are issues, which 

raise discussions in all companies. Hence, they set the qualitative level of operations 

and have an impact on employees’ monthly income.  
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As revealed from the interview data (2018), missing processes and lacking structure are 

mentioned as challenges. As there are no strategy processes, it takes too long time to 

implement strategy. Additionally, the strategy implementation process is not transparent 

to all stakeholders. Consequently, the interview analyses pointed out that strategy issues 

are discussed differently in different teams. Therefore, there are no uniform practices to 

discuss strategy issues in team level. The personnel are not equal, it is up to the team 

leader’s ability how strategy issues are discussed. Some managers present strategy is-

sues regularly to team members and receive proposals for modification from O-level em-

ployees which the manager introduces to the management team. At the same time, some 

of the managers avoid discussing strategy issues and the team members do not get the 

same information or possibility to have an impact on the strategy. As one of the C-level 

interviewees expressed:  

“There are no consistent guidelines, hence strategy implementation prac-

tices are different.” (Chief Marketing Officer of Company 1). 

In addition to the process related challenges the data analyses (2018) of strategy im-

plantation practices, indicate challenges related to target setting and incentives. Some 

of the C-level interviewees feel that targets are not directly related to the strategy. Fur-

thermore, the targets are difficult to measure, nor does the targets support chosen strat-

egy. The data indicates that the company has not succeed in setting clear and easy-to-

understand targets. In addition, the targets are considered to be too challenging and 

optimistic, as indicated by an employee from the Swedish office:  

“Our compensation plan is so complicated that nobody really understands 

how it works and what we should sell.” (Sales Manager of company 1) 

As revealed from the previous strategy study (2014), there are no clear instructions and 

action plans how to work according to the strategy. Furthermore, a lack of tools, such as 

Customer Relationship Management system (CRM), hinders to work according to strat-

egy; it is difficult to improve customer experience when there is no tool to report customer 

encounters. As the results of the analyses indicate, all the strategy implementation work 

is done without too much consideration about the processes and methods. Furthermore, 

practices are not identified and documented. It was pointed out that there are several 

strategy implementation sessions, but not summaries or results are provided afterwards 
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to employees. Moreover, no cross-functional strategy sessions are organized. An assis-

tant stated: 

“We never receive summaries or results from the strategy implementation 

session we participate.” (Assistant at Company 1) 

According to the data analysis (2014) some of the employees feel that they are measured 

on metrics they cannot have any influence on. An example of this is a marketing person 

who is measured by the leads that are turned into closed deals. Still the marketing person 

only generates leads and do not have any impact on closing of the deals. Consequently, 

the employees do not have influence on the set strategic KPI’s. Furthermore, the follow-

up for strategy implementation actions and targets are challenging according to the re-

sults of data analysis (2014). Often the action plans are missing, and targets are set only 

according to desired sales pipeline, not according to set strategy.  

The results revealed from the survey in the previous data collection (2014) show the 

following assessments. The average grade for questions concerning strategy implemen-

tation was between 3,17 and 3,51 (on the scale from 1 to 6). These grades were the 

lowest of the study, which indicates that the biggest problem is the strategy implementa-

tion process.  

Concluding, the basic challenge indicated in the strategy practices, is lacking defined 

processes and structures for strategy implementation. In addition, nobody is leading the 

strategy implementation process which leads to general confusion and unequal handling 

of strategy issues among personnel. The results of data analysis revealed that the strat-

egy is not taken to action plan level, there are no clear instructions how to work according 

to the strategy. Furthermore, the target setting, and follow-up are not supporting suc-

cessful operations. 

3.4 Challenges in Strategy Implementation Practices Related to Change Management 

The analysis results of the data collection emphasized the need of change management 

abilities. The results pointed out that the case companies do not put enough effort on 

communicating existing strategy to the personnel, hence the personnel do not under-

stand what the strategy means to them.  
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As revealed from the interview data (2018), the change management issues are not 

taken into consideration. New strategic issues are introduced to employees, but the top-

management fail to sell the ideas to the O-level employees. On the other hand, the re-

sults of the analysis point out that sometimes the subordinates are not motivated to con-

centrate on strategy implementation issues, but the employees prefer to stick on the old 

way to carry out daily operations.  

One obstacle on a successful strategy implementation is considered to be the invisibility 

of the owner of the company. Often the top-management need support from the Board 

of Directors or owners, but interactions with the owners remain on quarterly reports level. 

As revealed from the previous strategy study (2014), considerable number of employees 

do not understand what the strategy means to their daily operations. That is clearly indi-

cated in the open answers of the survey. Direct reasons for not understanding the strat-

egy was stated by Swedish and Finnish employees:  

“How can we understand the strategy, when the material is in a hidden 

folder?” (Programmer at company 1, Swedish office) 

“Employees are not heard”. (Sales manager of company 1, Finnish office)  

It is obvious that the communication problem is two-way; from top-down, but also from 

the O-level back to the top-management. Furthermore, the results of the analysis pointed 

out that not enough time is put to communicating existing strategy and turning the stra-

tegic intentions into detailed action plans and instructions. Nor are the achieved short-

term targets communicated to the employees, the analysis of the data reveals.  

The results revealed from the survey in the previous data collection (2014) indicate the 

following assessments. The average grade for questions concerning communicating the 

strategy issues was between 3,77 and 3,99. (On the scale from 1 to 6). The survey re-

veals that individual level communication as well as change management activities could 

be improved, moreover the communication between teams, is not on a sufficient level. 

As a summary for the challenges identified in the analysis of strategy practices related 

to change management, the most important part is to improve change management ac-

tivities and especially the communication between all parties. Especially the understand-

ing of the strategy on personal level needs improving.  
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3.5 Challenges Related to Administrating of Strategy Implementation 

The analysis results of the data collection revealed that sometimes challenges with strat-

egy issues do not originate from lacking motivation or commitment, the desire to work 

according to strategy and implement new strategic intentions, is there, but constant haste 

and inequality prevents personnel to concentrate on strategic issues.  

As revealed from the interview data (2018), in a small IT company most of the time and 

resources is spent on daily routines, such as securing incoming sales and customer de-

liveries, there is no time to strategy implementation work, the CEO of example company 

1 pointed out. The analysis results indicated that constant lack of resources prevents 

employees to fully participate and concentrate on the strategy implementation sessions, 

where the strategy is discussed. Furthermore, the analysis the strategy practices re-

vealed that the strategy issues appear suddenly, the timing and scheduling issues are 

not well-planned beforehand, to secure that all employees have enough time to concen-

trate on strategy implementation.  

As revealed from the previous strategy study (2014), the personnel are constantly in a 

hurry, an employee of the Swedish office stated it:  

“We are struggling with daily operations, there is no time for strategy!” (Pro-

ject Manager of Company 1) 

As the results of the analysis indicate, the resources are limited, and customers’ projects 

are prioritized first. The analysis of the data (2014) exposed that some of the employees 

blame top management for scarce competence to implement strategy and specially to 

locate resources. As one of the interviewees expressed:  

“The sales personnel sell whatever is saleable, no matter if it fits the set 

strategy or not. We should instead develop a cloud based, replicable solu-

tion as the strategy states”, (Programmer of example company 1)  

The analysis of the data (2014) indicated that already limited programming resources 

are tied to customized deliveries, hence the R&D is suffering from limited resources. The 

limited resources also have an impact on strategy implementation, the employees do not 
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have enough time to understand what the strategy mean in practice in their daily opera-

tions.  

As a summary, one of the basic challenges revealed in the strategy practices relates to 

timing issues. Other projects override strategy implementation issues. The strategy im-

plementation suffers from poor scheduling and additionally, there is no overall picture 

when planning strategy implementation activities.  

3.6 Challenges in Strategy Implementation Practices Related to Resources 

The analysis results of the data collection revealed that challenges with competences of 

the resources are significant.  

As revealed from the interview data (2018), the C-level interviewees identified concern 

about competences. In SME IT companies, new strategic choices, such as robotics or 

artificial intelligence, require improved competences, but not always time and money are 

invested into training. As the CEO of company 1 stated it: 

“A strategy should be taken into competence level, what does it require 

from individuals.” (CEO of company 1). 

The results of the analysis (2018) indicated that the company should know what the 

state-of-the-art technologies require from the employees. Furthermore, to be able to im-

plement desired strategy, the competence requirements should be crystal clear when 

recruiting new employees. 

As revealed from the previous strategy study (2014), a solid competence development 

path is not considered enough in the company. Furthermore, some of the employees felt 

that there was no systematic way to identify whether the employees’ abilities support the 

chosen strategy. Moreover, the investments for improving employees’ competence are 

low, the evolving IT technology requires constant and systematic training.  

Summing up, one of the basic challenges revealed in the strategy practices relates to 

competence of the resources. Competences are, however, taken care of to certain ex-

tend in the handbook itself. The competence development is an extensive subject; hence 
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it is limited outside this Thesis.  Furthermore, competence requirements in SME IT com-

panies are closely tied to the business the SME IT company represents.  

3.7 Strengths in Strategy Implementation Practices in SME IT Companies 

The analysis results of the data collected show that the strengths in implementing strat-

egy in SME IT companies are scarce, possibly due to the daily haste.  

As revealed from the interview data (2018), most of the employees were considered to 

be competent, committed and motivated. The employees believed in the solutions the 

company provided. As one of the interviewees stated: 

“IT specialists are intelligent, often young persons, who have new and mod-

ern ideas that could be game changers in the future,” (Sales Director of 

company 2).  

Furthermore, the small size of the company, was considered to be a strength according 

to results of data analysis, as it is easier to change the course if or when needed. 

As revealed from the previous strategy study (2014), the employees believe in the solu-

tions example companies offer. The analyses of previous data collection supported the 

findings from in-depth interviews. Furthermore, the results indicate that employees con-

sider strategy implementation as one of the most important operations in the company.  

The results revealed from the survey in the previous data collection (2014) prove above 

statement. The grades given on previous data collection, for the question concerning the 

importance of strategy issues for employees, give following assessments. The range of 

the answers were between 5,32 – 6,00, (on the scale from 1 to 6), best grades in the 

survey. In addition, according to the results of the analysis, the personnel also believe in 

the management’s ability, as the range of the grades were between 3,74 and 4.11. In 

the open text fields, the personnel indicated that it is easy to present new ideas to man-

agement.  
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As a summary, one of the most important strengths revealed in the strategy practices 

relates commitment of the employees. In addition, the small size of the company makes 

it easier to rapidly change the course of the strategy if needed.  

3.8 Summary of Strategy Implementation Practices in SME IT Companies 

The analyses of strategy implementation practices were conducted to identify the chal-

lenges and potential strengths when implementing strategy in SME IT companies. Next 

step is to choose the most relevant challenges and identify the strengths than should be 

retained in the Strategy implementation handbook.  

Figure 3 below shows the results of the analysis of best practice related to strategy im-

plementation. The main categories for challenges in strategy implementation are: 1) 

summarizing strategic intent, 2) strategy implementation practices, 3) change manage-

ment, and 4) administration of the strategy implementation. 
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Figure 3. Categorized challenges found in in-depth interviews as well as from previous data collection material. 
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As Figure 3 shows, according to the analyzed and categorized data collection, summa-

rizing clear and easy-to-implement strategic intent requires improvements. Furthermore, 

the contents of the strategy are unclear, and the SME IT companies are lacking concrete 

action plans. The results of the analysis also indicate that example companies are not 

always systematic enough when administrating strategy implementation process. In ad-

dition, according to the results of the data analysis, change management also requires 

improvements, the top management fails to sell new ideas about strategy to the employ-

ees. Additionally, difficulties with strategy relate to constant haste in the work. Hence, 

the results pointed out that poorly directed resources are considered as special chal-

lenges. 

The challenges above indicated which issues need careful consideration when creating 

a Strategy implementation handbook. Next Section 4 is dedicated to exploring the exist-

ing knowledge and best practice in challenges identified above.  
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4 Existing Knowledge and Best Practice of Strategy Implementation 

This Section discusses the best practice of strategy. First sub-section introduces the 

concept of strategy implementation. Next sub-sections (4.2 – 4.5) cover the four chal-

lenge areas identified in Section 3. The four challenge areas are: 1) Summarizing stra-

tegic intent, 2) Implementation process, 3) Change management and finally 4) Timing of 

strategy implementation. The last sub-section introduces the conceptual framework of 

this Thesis.  

4.1 Concept of the Strategy Implementation 

Several definitions for strategy and strategy implementation can be found from the liter-

ature. Strategy tells, what practical actions a company needs to take, to achieve and 

sustain competitive edge in the line of business company represents, defines Prof. Porter 

(1985: 15). Prof. Porter’s definition does not separate strategy and the implementation, 

which is often the case. A simple definition formed by Lindroos & Lohivesi (2004: 47-48); 

implementing strategy means that the formulated strategy is executed according to 

plans. Ken Favaro has similar idea of implementing strategy, he states that strategy is 

about all the decisions and action plans needed to convert strategic intentions into real 

life operations (Favaro 2015).  It does not matter, how excellent the formation of the 

strategy is, if it is not implemented well, it is worth nothing (Gallo 2010). It is important to 

define carefully, what kind of changes are required to get the organization’s behavior to 

change.  

The cornerstones of a successful strategy implementation are composed of two curial 

issues: 1) Managements ability to lead the strategy work (Norton & Kaplan 2007: 29) and 

2) Ability to split strategy into each employee’s individual targets, action points and their 

follow-up mechanisms (Salminen 2008: 81). The more structured strategy implementa-

tion is, the more concrete it becomes and the easier it is to implement. However, a good 

strategy implementation keeps an opportunity to react quickly to changing environment 

(Kamensky 2004: 285-295). 

Strategy and its implementation definitions are vast and often cumbersome, which can 

lead to difficulties in strategy work. There are tens or even hundreds of different concepts 
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available. (Näsi & Aunola 2005: 13-14). Consider Näsi & Aunola’s (2005: 14-15) sum-

mary of defining strategy: 1) Strategy is a plan, 2) Strategy is a territory, 3) Strategy is a 

picture of the world, 4) Strategy is a mode of action in the stream of decisions. As seen, 

often strategies also lack down-to-earth concretism, no wonder the management of small 

and medium sized IT companies are confused about implementing strategy. 

Additional reasons, why implementing strategy often fail are that according to Allio 

(2005), considerable effort is put to formulate strategy, but the middle management, who 

is responsible to turn the plans into reality, is overwhelmed with their daily operations. 

Furthermore, the planned strategy is difficult to turn into practical action plans, with spec-

ified short-term targets, also the follow-up of the strategic actions is missing. In addition, 

the company has failed to report the achieved goals, to promote commitment to the strat-

egy implementation. Sometimes the timespan between the strategy formulation and im-

plementation is so long that important changes have happened, which make the original 

strategy outdated. This is an important issue especially in SME IT companies. (Ailio, 

2005: 12-13) 

Turning strategy into results is challenging; according to several studies 60 – 75% of 

organizations strive with implementing strategies (Sull et al. 2015). An Economist survey 

reveals that 57 percent of companies welch to implement strategy, and only 11 % of the 

companies consider that they have succeeded well in strategy implementation (The 

Economist Intelligence Unit, 2004). It is much easier to set up a strategy, the difficulties 

arise when companies are executing what has been planned (Allio 2005: 12.) 

Legendary chairman and CEO of GE, Jack Welsh (2005: 165-166) stated that the man-

agement of companies are stuck in numbers and analyses, he advises to think less and 

do more. According to Welch strategy is often too complex, and should be simplified: “In 

real life, strategy is actually very straightforward. You pick a general direction and imple-

ment like hell”. (Welch & Welch 2005: 166). However, Welch emphasizes continuous 

strategy work, he sees strategy as vague operation mode, which is specified constantly 

according to the changes in the market (Welch & Welch 2005: 165-167.) 

As a summary, there are several definitions and concepts for strategy and its implemen-

tation. However, if the strategy is not implemented well, the whole strategy work fails. It 

is difficult to turn strategy into measurable results, often management dwells in analysis 

and financial numbers, when better results are reached with simpler actions.  
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4.2 Crisp Strategy Summary – Key Contents of the Strategy 

Strategic intent of a company does not only tell what the company is trying to achieve, 

but it also tells what is leading the organization to the defined goal (Edmead 2017). Strat-

egy bases on company’s mission, vision and values. In other words, strategy defines 

what the company is, where it is going and how does it go there (Montgomery 2012 :94). 

To define unique competitive edge, the company knows its position to the surrounding 

world. Companies recognizes core competences today, as well as tomorrow. Organiza-

tions prepare an action plan based on these basic strategic intents. The action plans 

contain responsibilities, timetables and follow-up methods. (Lindroos & Lohivesi 2004: 

47-48).  

4.2.1 Mission, Vision and Values 

Mission and values form a solid foundation, on which sometimes rapidly changing strat-

egies and organization structures are build. Mission defines why the company exists in 

the first place. Mission is targeted mainly to internal and external stakeholders. Further-

more, it encapsulates the business idea. (Johnson et al. 2009: 79-80). A mission answers 

to a question: Why do we exist?” (Kaplan & Norton 2004: 56).  

A vision provides long-term objectives for the company. A well-defined vision helps em-

ployees to strive for the same goals. A vision illustrates the future, it empowers all stake-

holders, and it is reachable. Furthermore, it is easy to understand, flexible, but limited 

and can be measured. Also, a good vision is easy to communicate. (Kotter 1996: 63).  

Vision contains a timespan, otherwise it would not be measurable. (Lindroos & Lohivesi 

2004: 27). A business unit of General Electric’s (GE) vision is good, (even though not 

measurable): “USM Vision - a total ultrasonic solution to increase productivity in new 

process pipework” (GE website 2018). A vision answers a question: “What do we want 

to be?” (Kaplan & Norton 2004: 54.). 

The values of a company indicate how the company acts when striving to achieve set 

targets. (Johnson et al. 2009: 79-80). To ensure that the values are part of the employ-

ees’ everyday life, the values should be defined together. Best defined values are exact, 

significant and give ethical guidelines as well as provide down-to-earth guidance to em-

ployees’ everyday operations. When values are accomplished by a set of principles 

which verify and define deeper what the values mean in different situations, the values 
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are followed better. An example of a value and its principles by Boston Consulting Group 

(BCG): “Integrity Value” means for example: 1) “We only make promises we can keep” 

and 2) “We represent our capabilities honestly”, there are totally 9 principles for “Integrity 

Value” at BCG. (Norman & Grant 2014: 24-25). Values answer to a question: “What is 

important to us?” (Kaplan & Norton 2004: 271). 

Strategic mission, vision and values are the basis for company’s business idea which 

can be considered as strategic themes. Strategic themes form a broad and solid scope 

of business strategies.  

4.2.2 Strategic Themes 

Often vision is even too vague and short, sounding more like a generic slogan, which 

does not tell the employees the desired direction of the company (Karlöf 1996: 59-60). 

When a vision is accompanied by a carefully formulated business idea, it turns into un-

derstandable meaning. GE has defined their business idea as follows: 

”USM Vision offers a complete digital inspection workflow, from the inspec-

tion plan creation to the data sharing that can be done wirelessly. USM 

Vision has been developed to meet the market need to transition from ra-

diographic to ultrasonic weld inspection according to the international 

codes and standards”. (GE website 2018).   

Business idea tells, what products and services the company is selling, to whom the 

company is selling its offering, and finally where, as geographical area, the company is 

selling its offering (Kaplan & Norton 2002: 116).  When the business idea is defined, it is 

possible to turn it into strategic themes (e.g. broad strategy / main goals / focus areas / 

core ideas / strategic principles), which makes it easier for the stakeholders to under-

stand what is expected from them. (Salminen 2008: 30-31). GE has defined four strategic 

themes as follows: 1) Optimizing the use of specialized inspection personnel, 2) Increas-

ing productivity i.e. lean manufacturing/construction, 3) Reducing the current weld in-

spection radiographic constraints: radiation, consumables and chemical waste manage-

ment, 4) Simplifying the ultrasonic weld inspection process. (GE website 2018.) 

As seen from the GE themes, they tell exactly what is expected from the company. Link-

ing goals to strategy is prominent way to create living strategy (Aaltonen and Ikävalko 
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2002: 418). The number of themes vary between 3 – 5, it there are more than 5, the 

implementation phase will suffer (Allio 2005: 13). Strategic themes are transformed into 

concrete strategy plans with detailed actions to reach the set objectives. The themes are 

the core of the strategy which spreads everywhere in the company. (Kaplan & Norton 

2007: 124-127). 

4.2.3 Competitive Advantage 

“Competitive advantage is the core of the success for a company operating in a free 

market” as Michael Porter (1985: 9) writes as the first sentence of the prologue of the 

book: Competitive Advantage – Creating and Sustaining Superior Performance. Com-

petitive advantage describes how the company provides such a value to the customer 

that is difficult or impossible for the competitors to copy. When a company formulates 

the strategy, special attentions is paid to future competitive advantages. (Porter 1985: 

43-47)  

Porter defines three basic competitive advantages: 1) Cost leadership, 2) Differentiation 

and 3) Focus. Cost leadership is achieved, when a company offers same products or 

services as competitors, but with lower prices. Differentiation requires that the company 

provides products or services that are unique for the market, there is no similar offering 

available. Focus means that the company has decided to concentrate on, for example, 

chosen buyer group, geographical area or product segment. Focus as a competitive ad-

vantage means that the company has decided to serve chosen target as well as possible. 

(Porter 1980: 35-39).  

To create competitive advantage requires systematic and long-term work. Hence the 

company is defining essential actions plans, to maintain and strengthen competitive ad-

vantage. Therefore, it is important that the company defines measurement methods to 

follow-up and improve competitive advantage (Kehusmaa 2010: 81-83). Competitive ad-

vantage answers to a question: “Why customers are buying from us?” (Karlöf 2004: 13). 

The ultimate competitive advantage is created by three factors: customers, company and 

competition (Figure 4). The company fulfills customers’ requirements efficiently and 

uniquely with the know-how and resources available. Furthermore, this is done in an 

outstanding way compared to the competitors (Hakanen 2004: 104-106).  



31 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Factors of competitive advantage (Hakanen 2004: 105). 

Competitive advantage has an impact on all functions, such as sales, marketing, produc-

tion, and R&D. All functions and employees understand, what are the core competitive 

advantages of the company. By assimilating competitive advantage, the company en-

sures that all the operations done, support chosen competitive advantages by for exam-

ple providing service at lower cost or in a better way that competitors provide. (Porter 

1985: 51.) Furthermore, it is also essential to notice that a company can lose its compet-

itive advantage when competitors for example develop their competences and achieve 

the competitive advantage. Moreover, competitive advantage can be lost when the mar-

ket is saturated with the products or services the company offer. In that case, the com-

pany finds new competitive advantages or new markets. (Porter 1980: 44-46). The gap 

between the defined strategy and resources allocated to reach the strategy jeopardize 

the transformation of internal know-how to competitive advantage (Liu and Liang 2014: 

1033) 

The deviation between the set strategy and its supporting resource allocation has been 

found to be the obstacle to transforming operational capabilities efficiently into competi-

tive advantage 

4.2.4 Core Competences 

Competitive advantage is built on company’s core competences. Excellent core compe-

tence meets following criterium: 1) it is difficult to copy by competitors (Chen and Wu 
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2007: 160. 2) It can be reused to other products and services. 3) It provides added value 

to customers. Core competences that fulfill above mentioned criterium are scarce. 

(Hakanen 2005: 109.).  

A company recognizes those core competences, which maintain and empower compet-

itive advantage as well as chosen strategy. Changes in strategy means also changes in 

core competences. (Hrebiniak 2005: 93). Identifying core competences is important es-

pecially for IT companies, as typically high-tech companies are dependent on innova-

tions which relay on constantly evolving technologies. In addition, the life cycle of IT-

solutions is often short (Chen and Wu 2007: 160. 2). A study made by Chen and Wu 

(2007: 167) argues that high-tech companies’ core competences are different from con-

ventional companies e.g. manufacturing companies. High-tech companies rely more on 

R&D capabilities, whereas conventional manufacturing business concentrate on out-

standing logistics and supply chain. Furthermore, core competences as a part of strate-

gic planning is considered necessity for technology-based businesses. (Chen and Wu 

2007: 167).  

According to a study made by Ghannad and Ljungquist, (2012: 149) core competences 

of SME companies differ from large enterprises. Large enterprises have often patens or 

other IPR’s when SMEs core competences rely on the knowhow and personal skills of 

its employees. For SMEs turning innovations into profitable business, is one of the big-

gest obstacles. Hence, the financial resources to protect innovations from the imitation 

of large enterprises, are often limited. When launching a new solution, a small company 

turns from technology focus to market focus company. Therefore, allocating business 

focused competences, on top of existing technology competences, and securing that the 

organization has a vivid growth plan, boost the transformation. (Ghannad and Ljungquist 

2012: 161-163). 

Summing up, core competences, a small and medium sized technology company re-

quires besides state-of-the-art technology competences, also competences to turn the 

innovations into profitable business. 
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4.2.5 Positioning and Segmenting 

Positioning defines the company’s position in relation with other companies operating in 

the same industry as well as with competitors and customers. Positioning helps to iden-

tify the competitive advantages of the company. It is important that positioning is done in 

the early stages of strategy work, to avoid wrong sources and compromises with initial 

data. (Hannus 2004: 63).  

Positioning answers the following questions: 1) Who are our customers? 2) What are 

their needs? 3) Which of our solutions fulfil customers’ requirement? 4) Why customers 

buy from us / what are the key benefits we can offer? 5) How our offering differs from 

competitors? (Johnson et al. 2012: 11). However, sometimes a company overanalyzes 

market and competitor data with the cost of properly implemented strategy. A company 

should carefully consider which analyses are needed and how they are utilized. Addi-

tionally, a company needs to find a pattern, which best apply to company’s strategy and 

goals. (Kehusmaa 2010: 69–76). 

Segmenting means dividing potential customers into homogenous groups, with similar 

needs and desires (Brotspies & Weinstein 2017: 1). Each group is addressed with similar 

operational model, benefits, offering and marketing activities (Hannus 2004: 64). 

When summing up strategic intent, it is vital to emphasize that it does not matter how 

magnificent strategy formulation is, it does not lead a company to success. Only a brilliant 

implementation enables a company to deliver outstanding chosen strategic intent. Vi-

sion, mission and values are important, but still the implementation is the changing power 

of successful strategy.  

4.2.6 Intensive Change Management  

Change is the one factor that has not changed over the years. Customers’ requirements 

and behavior change, and so do the company and production structures. New opportu-

nities, products and services emerge with ever increasing pace, while technology 

evolves, and the globalization is everyday business (Pekkarinen 2004). A company, who 

can respond to these changes, succeeds more probably than a company which is stuck 

on the old way of operations (Franklin 2014: 1.) The essential question about change is: 

“Are we changing as fast as the world around us?” (Hamel 2012: 86). 
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4.2.7 Change Process 

Change means doing something differently, unlearn the way operations are done before 

and adopt a new way of working (Franklin 2014: 1). A change can originate from several 

different reasons: need to lower costs, change the competitive position, improve quality 

of products and services, finding new growth strategies or improving productivity, just to 

mention few (Kotter 1996: 3). 

Far too often a change project fails, no improvements can be identified, resources are 

waisted, and employees are frustrated (Kotter 1996: 3). Only one third of change projects 

were considered as successful and lead to solid efficiency of the operations in a short 

and long-term perspective, whereas even over two thirds of the change projects failed 

shows an online survey conducted by The McKinsey Quarterly in 2006 (Vinson and Pung 

2006). John Kotter, a well-known change management guru, has developed an eight-

step transformation process that enables successful change (Kotter 1995: 2).  

First, emphasize the sense of necessity and urgency. The change fails, if the company 

is satisfied with existing status, and the is no evitable need for a change. Another reason 

for failing is that the key resources are not empowered to drive the transformation. The 

wider awareness of the necessity of the change, the more committed personnel is to 

strive for the change. (Kotter 1996: 31–32).  

Second, form a team to drive the change. It is not enough that the CEO supports the 

change, also most of the management team backs up and drive the change. Even Sun 

Tzu stated in the famous “Art of War” book that organizations, where leaders and em-

ployees work for their common target, are successful (Sunzi, Nojonen 2008: 61). 

When choosing participants, it is essential, to find a group of people that ensures the 

creditability. Hence, part of the group leading the change, is representing management. 

The team consists of multiple expertise areas, as well as different perspectives to the 

desired change. In addition, the change team requires leadership skills, persons, who 

can lead both people and operations. As a successful transformation often requires 

change in behavior, no change team can succeed without competent people leader. Es-

sential is that the whole change team supports and respects each other. Furthermore, 

the team acknowledges the same target for the change. Briefly, find right people, en-

hance the team’s mutual confidence, and find common target. (Kotter 1996: 45–57).  
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Third, create a vision for the change. Strategic themes, or visions as Kotter defines, help 

to coordinate and control the operations and encourage personnel to desired operations. 

The strategic themes indicate why something needs to be done. The personnel are often 

dubious, and they do not agree on the direction and the necessity of the change. Clear 

strategic themes guide personnel to the right direct and act as the vanguard of the de-

sired strategy. (Kotter 1996: 59–63; Kaplan & Norton 2007: 123). 

Fourth, communicate the strategy. A considerable amount of management’s time is used 

to create the strategy. Hence, the implementation time is much shorter (Niemelä et a., 

2008: 11). The management shows example and leads the desired new way of working. 

Furthermore, the strategy is discussed in every possible forum (Mantere et al. 2006: 38). 

Kotter (1996, 76) defines that applying following rules, the communication of the change 

is more successful: 1) Use simple terminology, avoid jargon. 2) Utilize allegories and 

examples. 3) Take advantage of multiple forums, such as quarterly meeting and small 

team meetings. Inform on the intranet and have face-to-face meetings. 4) Repeat, repeat 

and repeat, the ideas are deep-rooted only when they are repeated often enough. 5) 

Lead by example, if key personnel fail to work according to desired strategy, the rest of 

the work force does the same. 6) Solve conflicts, make sure there are no real or apparent 

cross-purposes between chosen strategic initiatives, which can reduce credibility of the 

communication. 7) Give and take, two-way communication secures that the contents of 

the strategy are perceived in the right way. (Kotter 1996: 76) 

Fifth, empower personnel to act. Conventional organization structure, job descriptions, 

extreme control or ineffective incentive system prohibit personnel to work towards new 

key targets. Remove all obstacles of the change. (Vuorinen 2013: 141) Ensure that the 

personnel have enough authority and power to work towards chosen strategy (Kotter 

1996: 90.). Sometimes the most serious obstacle in the change is the middle manage-

ment, as they are afraid to lose their position in the organization (Kotter 1996: 89-90.) 

Provide the personnel with opportunities to develop their skills and competences, hence 

the personnel are motivated to even better performance. No one wants to work badly 

from day to day. Allow employees to manage their work independently. The management 

does not have to constantly tell what and how to work, when the strategic intents are 

carefully defined and actively followed-up. (Kawasaki 2011: 151–152). 
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Inadequate knowledge can disrupt the whole change process. Unlearning the old way of 

working takes time, a few days of strategy retreat is not enough to make the change. 

Instead, companies are considering thoroughly what abilities, attitudes and skills are re-

quired to make the change. The personnel is educated and trained to adopt the new way 

of working. Furthermore, it is important to constantly keep track on the progress the em-

ployees make, a strategic change is not over, when the training session ends. (Kotter 

1996: 92–93). 

Sixth, create short-term wins. Changes in strategies are often broad, long-term initiatives. 

When achieving short-term goals, such as performance improvement by x per cent, or 

exceeding target y by z per cent, the employees see concrete impact of the change. 

Broad strategy themes are split into smaller milestones, to be able to show progress and 

success. Communicating achieved milestones empowers the whole organization, (Kotter 

1996: 101–102) and enables personal rewards to those supporting the change most 

(Kotter 1995: 13) Communicating short-term wins enable to fine-tune the strategy as they 

give feedback to continuous strategy creation (Kotter 1996: 106.) 

Seventh, do not give up. Celebrate the achieved milestones, but do not forget that the 

work is still on-going. The milestones are just short-term goals that lead to the definite 

strategic initiatives (themes). Communicate on and on, the changed way of working is 

jeopardized to be forgotten if it is not talked constantly. (Kotter 1996: 115–116). 

Eight, create a new culture. When the changed way to work is also implemented to the 

new generation leaders of the company, the change can turn into permanent corporate 

culture. One poorly chosen superior can ruin the whole change initiative. (Kotter 1995: 

16).  Change of the culture happens last in considerable change initiatives. Hence values 

and norms transform last. Changing culture is the most difficult factor, it cannot be forced 

to change. It implies evidence that new way to work and methods bear measurable re-

sults. (Kotter 1996: 137).    

As a summary, a successful change initiative requires that above-mentioned steps are 

taken and in the proposed order. It is good to remember that different methods and the-

ories do not always respond to the reality. John Kotter’s ideas of change originate to the 

90’s, most of the ideas still apply, but divergent opinion arise also.  
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4.2.8 Making Decisions 

There are new or additional theories how to improve strategic changes, especially among 

millennials, who often have crucial impact on SME IT companies. Some of these theories 

challenge the rather closed top-down conventional way of making changes happen. As 

Hamel (2012) argues, the changing world requires different characteristics from leaders. 

He turns the whole layout upside down. Instead of having management, who sits on the 

top of the decisions, which subordinates implement, Hamel sees that modern companies 

create a truly open atmosphere, which applies to recruitment, decision making, running 

operations and everything between. (Whitehurst 2015, Hamel’s forewords on page XII).  

According Hamel (2012), a leader is stewarding the company to outstanding results. By 

stewarding, Hamel means that the managers are responsible for the ethics of the com-

pany, which culminates into five aspects: 1) Employees are not tools to personal gain, 

but a way to create trust. 2) A top manager puts employees interest ahead of their own 

wealthy. 3) Managers are responsible for the inherited legacy. 4) A manager is always 

accountable for all the actions taken. 5) The rewards are awarded corresponding to em-

ployees’ contribution rather than title or rank. (Hamel 2012: 3-5).      

According to Jim Whitehurst (2015) the CEO of Red Hat, making changes require making 

decisions. He argues that change management happens during decision process, not 

when the decision is implemented. (2015: 154). To get employees to stand behind a 

decision, the employees are involved in the decision-making process. Often the decision-

making process takes longer than in conventional companies, but the implementation of 

the decision is fast and efficient. Whitehurst calls this as “Transparent decision making”. 

(Whitehurst 2015: 140). Manville and Ober (2003) stated that already the ancient Athe-

nians thought that making decisions or managing activities are all citizens’ responsibility. 

Expertise was valued, those who knew about the issue in hand, were expected to come 

forward, no matter of the person’s rank or position. According to Manville and Ober 

(2003) volunteers participated in forums where decisions were made and executed for 

smaller issues or statewide initiatives. Everybody tried to find consensus and strived for 

the greater good of the state. While people were valued on the merit they had achieved, 

the Athenians also believed on accountability, people were responsible for their deci-

sions, this made them to pursue for the best decisions and excellent execution. (Manville 

and Ober 2003). Hamel and Whitehurst call this meritocracy. According to them, meri-

tocracy means that merit is earned from peers, it does not automatically come together 

with a title. Those, who have earned peers’ respect are capable to make decisions for 
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the whole company. (Whitehurst 2015: 88; Hamel 2012: 173). Sull et al. introduce term 

“distributed leaders”, who are not only middle managers, but also persons, who have key 

roles in the informal network of the company, the distributed leaders are committed and 

get things done (Sull et al. 2015). In a public company as Red Hat, there are always 

decisions that law prevents to share beforehand. In such cases, it is important that the 

decision is grounded thoroughly, which happens as soon as possible, and the decision 

and its implications are discussed openly. (Whitehurst 2015: 140–141). 

Whitehurst introduces a process, describing how important or strategic changes are 

made at Red Hat: 1) The ultimate requirement for a change, comes from inside of the 

company. 2) A group of volunteers, which come from all organization levels, starts to 

discuss and solve the issue in hand. 3) The group presents the initial findings or pro-

posals to owner of the issue, in strategic matters, to the CEO. 4) The group of volunteers 

together with the issue owner, create a proposal that sounds good enough. It does not 

need to be carefully formulized, final version of the issue. According to Whitehurst (2015: 

151) Red Hat utilizes open source technique, the engineers call: “Release early, release 

often”, which means that employees can have their say, when the issue is still a raw 

version. 5) The draft version of the proposal is published on different communication 

platforms to all employees at the company. Everybody is asked for opinions and im-

provements proposals. Normally, the discussion is lively and comprehensive. The pur-

pose the fifth step is to engage people, the step gives the ownership of the issue to all 

employees. 6) The best ideas win, no matter where it comes from. The final version of 

the issue is based on the company wide discussion and normally the winning proposal 

is voted for. (Whitehurst 2015: 150-152; Holmgren 2018). Still, it is the manager, who is 

accountable for the final decision, but it is done transparently, involving organization and 

having open mindset for different proposals. (Whitehurst 2015: 141-142).   

When the leader is humble enough to give the power of decisions to the group, the group 

members can concentrate on issues that best suits their interest, as a result, team mem-

bers are highly committed to the way they have decided to reach set targets. (Hamel 

2012: 162). Leaders work purposefully to raise passion within the team, and passion is 

created by letting people to make decisions together with the peers. Whitehurst argues, 

(2015: 34):  
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“What … organization leaders need to do, … is to challenge their people to 

take initiative, find ways to innovate, and gain an edge on the competition 

by getting them to all work together in pursuing a common goal”.   

Giving employees more freedom to make decisions but ensuring that the decided strat-

egy is followed by setting incentives according to strategy, ensures that the strategy is 

implemented well and create profitable business (Hamel 2012: 167). 

Above mentioned applies to strategic decisions such as creating mission, but also to 

more informal decisions like how the company should celebrate important anniversaries. 

A good example of this is charity funding. All the employees can vote for charity associ-

ations, and the ultimate amount of charity depends on the percentage of votes gained. 

Before voting phase, there has been a team of volunteers to put together a list of possible 

charity associations. (Whitehurst 2015: 148).   

Summing up, making changes means making decisions, when the power of making de-

cision is given to those, who have the expertise, no matter of title or rank, the quality of 

the decisions raise. Additionally, top-management’s most important role is to support 

employees to take initiative and to be passionate. Leaders have to help employees to 

shine.   

4.2.9 Getting People Committed 

According to a survey about employees’ engagement, conducted by Towers Watson in 

2014, about 60 % of employees lack the elements required to be highly engaged to the 

company. In addition, only about half (48 %) of the employees are satisfied with the 

management of the company. Most important value for an effective leader is concerned 

according to the survey, to be the ability to inspire and motivate employees (Towers 

Watson 2014). The message of the study is breaking, a company cannot perform out-

standing, when employees’ commitment level is as low as described above. (Hamel 

2012: 138-139). Hamel created a hierarchy of employee’s capabilities, Figure 5 below. 

Level 6 Passion 

Level 5 Creativity 

Level 4 Initiative 
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Level 3 Expertise 

Level 2 Diligence 

Level 1 Obedience 

Figure 5. Hierarchy of human capabilities at work (Hamel 2012: 141). 

As seen in Figure 5, the lowest level is obedience, these people come to work every day, 

do the assigned routines and go back home. Diligent employees work hard, do the job, 

and have the responsibility to deliver good results. Third level consists of people who are 

competent and skilled. They want to learn more. The three lowest level employees are 

not unique – the world is packed with level 1 – 3 employees. A company cannot base 

their competitiveness on these 3 lowest levels. To ensure outstanding performance and 

unique competitive advantage, a company needs to have top three level employees, 

which represent Initiative, Creativity and Passion. Initiative person wants to solve prob-

lems or get active when opportunities arise. Creativity means that employees seek for 

innovations and new ways of working and supporting company’s success.  The top level 

– Passion, is for persons that are truly devoted for the greater good of the company. The 

top three levels contain characteristics that cannot be learned, they are gifts. Instead of 

finding persons who just do their jobs, a company creates an organization that deserve 

top 3 level persons. According to Hamel, the most important is to find out how a company 

can develop an environment, where new insights and capabilities are created to enable 

improved customer value. The winners are companies who attract proactive, innovative 

and committed employees. (Hamel 2012: 140-142). There is still much a manager can 

do, to turn employees to the top 3 capabilities. According to Towers Watson study (2014) 

three issues can be pinpointed to improve engagement in the organization: 1) Ensure 

that the employees have possibilities to grow. 2) The company’s mission and vision are 

showing that the company is making difference. 3) The leaders of the company can cre-

ate engagement and employees want to follow them. (Hamel 2012: 143).  

According to Hamel (2012: 157-159), a way to get people committed is to create constant 

dialog among the whole organization, not only between top-management and employ-

ees, but also among those two groups. Commitment, or even its deeper form passion, is 

created, when a group of employees, from all organization levels, are asked a question 

of what kind of a difference the employees would make, to get this organization success-

ful. Hamel (2012: 160) stated that turning to the group, giving responsibility to all the 

members, and refraining from too much control, but keeping the groups accountability, 
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leads to passionate employees. Furthermore, passionate employees implement deci-

sions, which they have had impact on, almost without effort. (Hamel 2012: 157-159). This 

way of working fits especially well, when there is a strategy, but the real actions are not 

taken. (Hamel 2012: 162).   

According to Whitehurst (2015: 66-67), the leaders of a company are accountable in 

three different aspects: 1) How well they know the strategy. 2) Their ability to listen their 

team members. 3) How the leaders get their team members engaged. The two first have 

an impact on the latter. If a leader is not able to listen to their subordinates, they cannot 

get them engaged. The same applies to knowing the strategy, if the leader cannot explain 

the strategy and especially why something is happening, the leader is not worth their 

position. Albert Einstein stated: “If you can’t explain it simply, you don’t understand it well 

enough”.” According to Sull et al. (2015) it is not about number of communication events 

such as emails or meetings, it is about how well the strategy is understood (Sull et al. 

2015). Communicating strategy is not about telling what to do, but about telling the em-

ployees reasons behind strategies, and how the employees are important to the com-

munity, how they fit in it, it is about turning the employees to passionate employees. 

(Whitehurst 2015: 66-67).  

When taking a closer look into Kotter’s eight change management steps for implementing 

successful changes in the strategy, a common nominator is easy to pinpoint – the man-

agement of the company. The management plays a key role when implementing strat-

egy. Kotter emphasizes leading people instead of managing things – from management 

to leadership. In an evolving world it is not enough that a manager can make budgets, 

organize, control and solve problems. A good leader can motivate, empower and inspire 

personnel to carry out tasks that are crucial for the success of the company. A leader 

encourages personnel to exceed themselves, to contest strategic choices and to take 

risks. (Kotter 1996: 144–145) 

As a summary, about 40 per cent of the employees are not engaged to the company, 

hence the success factor is that leaders can get employees committed by creating dialog 

with the employees, trusting on them, and giving more responsibility. It is important, that 

the company’s culture attracts passionate and creative people who do not hesitate to 

take initiative. Leaders top priority is to get employees committed, for that the leader’s 

capability to communicate strategy and actively listen to employees is important. 
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4.3 Robust Process for Strategy Implementation  

In conventional strategy processes, implementation is just one box in the process map 

(Salminen 2008: 60). Often the CEO and the top-management have invested time and 

resources to formulate a great strategy, and implementation is left to be middle manage-

ments’ responsibility without help from those who created the strategy. (Niemelä et al. 

2008: 11; Salminen 2008: 63).  

To ensure that strategy is a way of doing daily operations, the strategy tells the whole 

company what needs to be done, when, why and in which order (Hrebiniak 2005: 34). 

Strategy is described in a simple way, starting from vision and progressing to personal 

targets and meanings, what does this mean to an individual (Salminen 2008: 81).  

According to Kaplan and Norton (2002: 52), a successful strategy consists of formulating 

a great strategy, which is implemented to every employees’ everyday operations and 

managing those two. It is impossible to separate strategy formulation process from strat-

egy implementation process, as the people who is implementing strategy on daily basis, 

are involved in the strategy creation phase also. The basic strategy implementation pro-

cess in this Thesis consists of five steps as seen in Figure 6 below. 

 

Figure 6. Strategy implementation process adapted from Salminen (2008) and Hamel (2012). 

As illustrated in Figure 6, strategy implementation process starts from involving people, 

after that the feasibility of the strategy is evaluated, followed by an implementation plan. 

All actions in the implementation plan are measured and changes are done according to 
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the metrics, with accelerating pace of change. All these steps base on a defined man-

agement system and change management process. 

Some parts of the strategy, such as products and services the company is selling, and 

their pricing as well as the general quota comes often from the corporate management 

(Holmgren 2018), but how to split the quota between different units and offering, as well 

as what actions are needed to reach it, is totally up to the local management to decide. 

(Holmgren 2018). It cannot be avoided that strategy is sometimes decided by the corpo-

rate management, but to get employees behind the strategy the leaders have to sell the 

ideas to the employees (Holmgren 2018; Whitehurst 2015: 17). In such cases, the fea-

sibility phase of the strategy implementation is used to sell the ideas to the whole organ-

ization.  

Summing up, implementing strategy requires involving employees to every step of the 

process. The feasibility is evaluated against set targets and action plans are made to 

define what needs to be done to reach the targets. To measure performance helps the 

company to follow-up that the company and its employees are operating as planned to 

achieve set targets. When companies take into account changing environment the suc-

cess is easier to achieve. 

4.3.1 Involve the Whole Organization 

According to Aaltonen & Ikävalko’s (2002: 416) study communicating strategy is the big-

gest obstacle when implementing strategy. The same communication problem can be 

found from several other researches (SSJS Strategiabarometri 2010: 153; Beer and Ei-

senstat 2000: 31). When company involves employees from all organization level to 

strategy formulation and decision making, the problem with communication diminishes 

considerably. Aaltonen and Ikävalko (2002: 415-416) stated that a successful strategy 

implementation requires that the planned strategies and suddenly emerged strategies, 

match together and strive to fulfilling company’s vision. Aaltonen and Ikävalko (2002: 

415-417) believe that sometimes strategies emerge, without thorough consideration, 

which makes company more agile. When employees take initiatives, number of emerg-

ing strategies rise (Whitehurst 22015: 163).   

Involving the whole organization means that people get engaged. Furthermore, involving 

employees means that everybody, who want to participate in strategy process are able 
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to participate in it. Furthermore, it means that employees are involved in the decision-

making process, as described in chapter 4.3.2. As Aaltonen and Ikävalko (2002) state: 

“By encouraging personnel to develop their abilities to participate in the strategy process, 

strategic capabilities can be developed.” When employees at an SME IT company are 

encouraged to continuous two-way communication; to tell the management that there 

are better ways to operate that the ways the management suggest, the company is more 

innovative than their competitors (Whitehurst 2015: 18; Aaltonen and Ikävalko 2002: 

417). The capability to keep small company’s participatory dynamics while the company 

is growing, is difficult, but when successful, it leads company to prosperity (Whitehurst 

2015: 19).  

Briefly, getting employees involved in the strategy formulation and decision making, re-

duce problems when implementing strategy and decisions. Often problems arise, when 

decisions are made by the top-management, without interaction with employees, leading 

to failing communication. When employees are encouraged to take initiative and give 

opinions, the number of ad hoc decisions arise, which makes the company more agile, 

if all the strategic decisions are matched to set strategic intent.    

4.3.2 Feasibility of the Strategy 

The feasibility of the strategy is concerned with the questions if the strategy tells the real 

direction of the company; what the vision is; what should be developed; what require-

ments the surrounding environment set; if the company has enough resources to run the 

chosen strategy; and whether the strategy sounds clear and logical to the employees. A 

feasible strategy tells where the company is going, what it is doing and how it is doing it 

(Salminen 2008: 31-32). The “what” sets the direction of the company, and requires wide 

decision making in the company. The “how” describes how things are done in the com-

pany. (Whitehurst 2015: 20). Furthermore, an extraordinary strategy tells why it is doing, 

what it is doing (Whitehurst 2015: 19). The “why” question tells the employees the rea-

sons behind the changes, which enhance engagement. The “why” motivates and inspires 

employees to work on much higher level than without knowing the why (Whitehurst 2015: 

20.) 

Another aspect of feasibility is alignment, which means whether the different business 

units, resources, policies, operations, organizational structure, best practice and com-

munity orientation, are aligned with the set strategy. If not, the possibility of successful 
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strategy implementation lowers. (Srivastava and Sushil 2017: 1048-1049) These differ-

ent factors are prioritized according to their driving power; different business units get 

different strategic weights depending on if they represent core or non-core activities (Sri-

vastava and Sushil 2017: 1056.). The same differences apply also to detailed action 

plans, each different factor requires unique action plans (Srivastava and Sushil 2017: 

1043.). Especially important is to align strategy and incentive system, if these are in con-

flict major problems in strategy implementation arise (Aaltonen and Ikävalko 2002: 417). 

Summing up, a feasible strategy tells if the company is proceeding towards set targets, 

it describes what the company is doing, how it does it and why the company is operating 

the way it operates. Feasible strategy is also aligned, which means that all operations 

and resources are synchronized to follow the set strategy. 

4.3.3 Plan Implementation 

A successful strategy implementation plan tells what should be done, why it should be 

done, who does it, how it will be done and when, on the top of these questions is the 

measurement of the success. The what and the why come from the vision, the rest 

comes from the action plans. (Salminen 2008: 78-82). 

Responsibility to make an implementation plan for a strategy lies on the top manage-

ment. However, all the functions are integrated into implementation of the strategy. Fa-

cilitator’s function is crucial (see 4.5.1). The middle management is in the key role when 

implementing strategy. That is true, but the top-management’s strong support and com-

mitment to implement strategy is the defining factor that makes or breaks the strategy 

implementation phase. Furthermore, the subordinates also have responsibilities, their 

commitment and skills are evaluated and improved if necessary (Salminen 2008: 66-67). 

When the whole personnel have participated in the creation of the strategy, the imple-

mentation is much easier.  

In Aaltonen & Ikävalko’s (2002: 416) model, strategy implementation requires four com-

ponents: 1) communication, 2) interpretation, 3) adaption and 4) action (Aaltonen & 

Ikävalko 2002: 416). In this Thesis communication is regarded as step 1 in the strategy 

implementation process “Involve people” where employees are involved to strategy cre-

ation and decision making. Interpretation means that the employees understand what 



46 

 

 

the strategy means in everyday operations. Adaption happens, when the employees un-

derstand what the strategy means and acts according to it. One model to make an im-

plantation plan is defined in Figure 7 below. 

 

Figure 7. Phases of planning strategy implementation adapted from Salmela (2008: 79) and 
Aaltonen & Ikävalko (2002: 416-417). 

As Figure 7 shows, the planning of the strategy implementation consists of four phases: 

1) The vision is the basement of all operations. 2) Strategic themes enlarge the vision 

and give it targets. Strategic themes ensure that the whole company with all its business 

units aim for the same direction. 3) Interpretation means how the themes are turned into 

specific strategic meanings. What the strategy stands for to the whole company, its top-

management, different business units and all the way to individual levels. 4) The Action 

Plans are derived from interpretation of the strategy. Detailed action plans are made by 

employees of smaller business units during the implementation process. (Salmela 2008: 

79; Aaltonen & Ikävalko 2002: 416-417).  

Dismantling strategy into smaller action plans can be considered as strategic develop-

ment projects that aim for fulfilling strategic themes in a smaller unit such as a depart-

ment or team. The development projects need competent leader. (Lindroos and Lohivesi 

2004: 169-170). Figure 8 below illustrates required components of an action plan. 
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Figure 8. Components of an action plan adapted from Lindroos & Lohivesi 2004, 169-170 and 
Kaplan & Norton 2007: 124-127. 

As Figure 8 shows, an action plan consists of Project Name, which identifies the project, 

an Owner of the project, telling who is responsible for the project, Timetable which gives 

the timespan allocated for completing the action plan, Resources for the projects, ex-

pected Outcome and KPI identifies the set measurement meter the project. Priority 

scales different projects (action plans) in to priority order. Project leader’s ability to run 

projects in a key competence in a company, in a typical SME IT company. (Lindroos and 

Lohivesi 2004: 169-171). 

As a summary, planning phase of a strategy means that the strategic themes are inter-

preted so, that all the employees understand what they need to do to work according to 

the strategy. Action plans tell who is responsible for defined actions in a set timeline and 

with given resources. How well the action plans are proceeding is measured with KPI 

metrics. 

4.3.4 Measure Performance 

Successful strategy work requires measuring operational performance and developing 

operation constantly according to measurement reports. Measuring strategic operations 

enables real and permanent change in operations. Furthermore, measuring operations 

show the impact of strategic choices to operations as well as it indicates how well the 

changes are implemented as a lasting new way of carrying out daily operation modes. 

(Karlöf 1996: 199).  

A crucial reason, to measure performance is to get employees to work according to set 

strategy. Saying: “What you measure is what you’ll get” is correct, people tend to change 

behavior according to how they are measured. (Ariely 2010). Performance metrics, which 

are defined in accordance to set strategic themes give guidelines to operations and allo-

cate available resources. When strategic themes are split into concrete department-, 

team and individual level objectives, everybody knows what is expected from them and 

where they are putting efforts. (Kaplan and Norton 2002: 116).    

In a well-defined strategy, goals are derived from key strategic themes and actions plans. 

Furthermore, goals are defined in a way that it is easy to measure and follow-up them. 
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Goals can be created using SMART method. It means that goals are Specific, Measur-

able, Attainable, Realistic and Tangible. (Karlöf 2004: 103-104). It is essential that the 

measurement system is derived from existing strategy. In addition, the measurement 

result reflects to the strategy and initiate changes to the strategy when needed. Equally, 

the metrics are changed when the strategy changes. (Kaplan & Norton 1996: 147-148). 

According to a research conducted by Ernst & Young (1997), investors look also to other 

performance metrics than financial. The research exposed that there are eight other 

measures that matter, when evaluating company’s performance: 1) How well the strat-

egy is implemented. 2) What is the quality of the strategy. 3) How innovative the company 

is. 4) How attractive the company is from talented people’s perspective. 5) What is the 

market share of the company, is it growing or declining. 6) How the executive’s incentive 

plans are combined with the set strategy. 7) What is the quality of key processes of the 

company. 8) Is the management aware of the connection between creating know-how 

and utilizing it. The research exposed that companies who can identify and manage 

these eight non-financial indicators can improve their competitive advantage. (Ernst & 

Young 1997: 1-16). 

However, the above mentioned conventional performance measurement systems have 

downsides, emphasizing short-term earnings, on the cost of long-term customer driven 

innovation. A more holistic way to measure performance is needed, a way that takes 

also other meters than just financial performance into account. (Hamel 2009: 5-6). It re-

quires fundamental change in the whole culture of the company, a change that empha-

sizes speed and faster reaction time, not by accelerating speed, but by utilizing the en-

ergy in the organization. Furthermore, the fundamental change requires management 

who understands the importance of the purpose and the passion of its employees. The 

change needs a community that takes initiatives. (Whitehurst 2015:188).  

Summing up, measuring performance is important to follow-up that operations are car-

ried out as planned. Additionally, continuous improvement requires measuring perfor-

mance. However, a company that pays attention also to non-financial performance me-

ters, are able to improve competitive edge. Still the winners are companies who value 

and cherish passionate employees and bottom-up decision-making culture.  
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4.3.5 Adapt to Rapid Pace of Change 

Modern strategy is not a detailed operational handbook, it is a living and constantly 

changing way of working. It gives possibilities to change according to rapidly changing 

environment (Salminen 2008: 219; Sull et al. 2015). The 21st century has brought new 

challenges for companies to overcome, the management is facing a revolution. Hamel 

(2012: 172) defines that the revolution brings three different forces that are behind the 

change: 1) Business environment is getting tougher, there is no mercy anymore. The 

pace of change is increasing all the time. Competition is getting harsher every day. Con-

ventional management styles are not working anymore, the companies are adapting to 

these changes. 2) Web-based collaboration offers tools that changes the way companies 

operate. Distributed networks and simultaneous document handling allows different or-

ganizational hierarchies and online operations. 3) The new millennial generation 

changes the way of work. The conventional corporate cultures become old-fashioned, 

and do not attract talented workforce, as they are seeking for companies where contrib-

uting fresh ideas are more important than the rank or title, where hierarchies are no more 

top-down but bottom-up. The millennials are searching for companies, where leaders are 

serving employees instead of managing, where talented resources are attracted to the 

company, not allocated to limited projects. The millennials are tempted by equality, not 

mediocrity. In the future, the companies, who choose to keep the conventional manage-

ment styles, are suffering from lack of talented employees, these organizations lack also 

rapid and outstanding capability to react to accelerating pace of customer demands. (Ha-

mel 2012: 174-177). 

According to a survey by Sull et al. (2015) about difficulties in strategy execution, almost 

one third of the managers stated that biggest challenges related to adapting to rapid 

change. The survey revealed that the major barrier to successful strategy implementa-

tion is lack of agility. Being agile can also be dangerous, if the company search for all 

possible opportunities, without careful consideration and discipline to set strategy, the 

loss can be bigger, than not being agile at all. (Sull et al. 2015). Furthermore, managers 

cannot reallocate resources; employees and budgets when changes with market or en-

vironment occurs. Usually companies react so slowly that they lose the change to get 

ahead of the competitors. According to the survey 90 percent of the manager cannot 

close down unprofitable operations or kill poor initiatives fast enough.  (Sull et al. 2015)  



50 

 

 

Briefly, the world is changing, it is getting tougher, and competition is tightening. The 

winners are those, who can change fast enough, but who can still make disciplined de-

cisions among affluent opportunities. The winners collaborate internally and externally 

utilizing sophisticated web-based tools to operate faster. Furthermore, the talented mil-

lennials require modern, equal management styles, where they are listened to and where 

they can take initiative. 

4.4 Systematic Administration of Strategy Implementation 

Strategy is the responsibility of the whole organization. Strategy implementation work 

from wide objectives to concrete action plans are made often in smaller groups, such as 

management team or team meetings. To ensure that the strategy implementation is un-

derstood correctly and executed as planned, a company can use a facilitator to ensure 

that the strategy is implemented in equal way to all organization levels.  

4.4.1 Facilitator 

Implementing strategy means always a lot of projects, schedules and responsible per-

sons. In the end the CEO and the top management is always responsible for the strategy 

and its implementation. However, the person who is in a crucial position for the success 

of the strategy is the facilitator, who takes care that all the stakeholders (for example 

management team, departments, middle management) of the strategy carry out coordi-

nately all the actions decided in the strategy (Kaplan & Norton 2009: 325–328; Lindroos 

& Lohivesi 2004: 48–50). 

The facilitator is not responsible for creating the strategy, but he or she takes care that 

the actions defined in the strategy are taken care of in agreed timetable. If, for example, 

something is decided to discuss in team meetings, the facilitator takes care that all the 

team leaders (e.g. middle management) have similar material which is discussed in the 

similar way. Furthermore, the facilitator ensures that all strategy and management team 

minutes have action point listings with timetables and responsible persons. The facilitator 

controls the implementation of the strategy. As strategy work is continuous and daily, it 

is easiest if the facilitator comes from inside the company. (Kaplan & Norton 2009: 325–

328; Lindroos & Lohivesi 2004:48–50). 
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As a summary, facilitator takes care that strategy meetings are held when planned, with 

the right material. After the meeting facilitator checks that the outcome of the meeting is 

communicated to all stakeholders in an equal and similar way.   

4.4.2 Working Methods 

The method how to create strategy or action plans to implement strategy vary depending 

on the people handling the issue and the nature of the development project. OPERA is 

a team work method, Wall Chart technique is a method for wide projects with several 

phases, operators and milestones. Both methods are useful when designing strategy or 

its implementation actions on department, team or individual levels. 

OPERA, which is a group work technic developed by Innotiimi Ltd. it fits well, when wide 

range of perspectives are needed, and when a unanimous outcome is preferred. The 

target is to find a consensus for the issue in hand. It also allows introvert team members 

to give their opinion to the question in hand. Using OPERA insures that all the team 

members are committed to the outcome of the teamwork that makes it a perfect tool to 

define action plans for strategy implementation. OPERA is in its best, when there are 8-

12 members in the team.  

The idea of OPERA is (Boman et al. 2007: 80–81): as follows. First, to first think about 

question in hand, alone, and write down ideas or lists about the question. OPERA can 

be used for example to create an action plan for a team to implement a chosen strategic 

theme. All participants list ideas or process phases that are important to carry out suc-

cessfully a strategic theme.  

Second, after individual lists, the team works in pairs, forms a common list of actions, 

and finds consensus with the pair. The pair writes down on an A4 paper one action or 

idea per piece paper. These papers are put up on wall.  

Third, all the papers are grouped, and a common nominator is identified for the groups. 

Similar steps are eliminated or grouped into one group. If the team is creating an action 

plan, there are different groups or steps on the wall required for the action plan. One step 

can have lot of different ideas, which are vaguely similar. Each pair introduces and sells 

the idea or ideas to the rest of the audience. 
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Fourth, when the grouping of the ideas is done, the wall contains action plan(s) with 

different steps. After that phase all the team members give votes to the most important 

action plan steps. The outcome is a commonly formed action plan list, with prioritized 

steps or milestones. (Boman et al. 2007: 80–81). 

Wall Chart Technique is developed by Kari Saaren-Seppälä. It is mainly used for design-

ing wide processes with sometimes extensive sub-processes, but it fits well for designing 

and coordinating wide strategy implementation plans (Ahonen et al. 2002: 85). In Wall 

Chart Technique main phases are defined on a large paper attached on wall. Main 

phases and their sub-phases are written on individual papers so that they can be moved 

from one place to another. Different colors and shapes can be used to visualize different 

relations and correlations (Ahonen et al. 2002: 85). 

The PICK matrix (Impact Effort Matrix) helps companies to evaluate ideas. The ideas 

can concern a variety of different issues: such as what should be developed first; what 

are the most important pain points that should be tackled or what new features a solution 

should contain. The Pick matrix can be used to evaluate which technological innovations 

should be implemented, or, which are the most attractive customer segments. Different 

ideas are written on PostIt stickers and placed on a 2 x 2 grid. Figure 9 below illustrates 

the idea of PICK matrix. (Swan 2016). 

 

Figure 9. PICK matrix (Swan 2016). 
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As Figure 9 shows, ideas that are placed on the top right corner are ready to be imple-

mented, when ideas that are in the lower left corner are those which should be killed. 

The PICK model helps companies to understand the impact of an idea and the effort 

needed to implement the idea. PICK matrix assists to prioritize challenges in a solid, 

transparent and logical way (Swan 2016). 

There are different internal tools that can be utilized for implementing strategy. At Red 

Hat email-based memo-list is used widely for discussing various matters ranging from 

Christmas party arrangements to creating company’s vision. The memo-list reaches all 

employees world widely, the idea is that employees themselves can find solutions to 

problems that arise. There are several other internal communication tools, where im-

portant issues are discussed. The most important is to have a culture, where employees 

are encouraged to take initiative instead of running the company from top-down. (White-

hurst 2015: 64; Holmgren 2018). 

Summing up, OPERA, Wall Chart Technique and PICK matrix are used to find the best 

possible solution to a challenge and to reach consensus. It does not matter what tech-

niques are used, if all the employees are given the opportunity to influence on both daily 

operations and larger strategic decisions.  

4.4.3 Strategic Year Clock 

The key phases of strategy implementation work are described in Strategic Year Clock. 

It helps to systematize, pre-planning and follow-up. All important milestones of strategic 

action plans, important management team and personnel meetings are scheduled in the 

Strategic Year Clock. The year clock enables to split strategy implementation actions 

into smaller unities. It is important to remember that a company still needs ability to react 

quickly into ad hoc situations. (Lindroos & Lohivesi 2004: 32–42). Briefly, strategic year 

clock sets the company systematic process and schedule for strategic work, still the abil-

ity to react fast to changes is important. 
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4.5 Conceptual Framework of This Thesis 

The conceptual framework of this Thesis is presented in Figure 10 below. It consists of 

four main themes that together form a holistic view to a successful strategy implementa-

tion framework; 1) Forming a crisp strategy summary, which tells briefly the crucial ele-

ments of strategy in an SME IT company. 2) Intensive change management which assist 

companies to carry out extensive change processes. 3) Robust process for strategy im-

plementation. 4) Systematic administration of the strategy implementation enables equal 

handing of strategy issues in the organization.  
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Figure 10. Conceptual framework for a successful strategy implementation. 
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As seen in Figure 10, each theme of the conceptual framework consists of key concepts 

related to successful strategy implementation. Each theme provides independent view 

to strategy work. Hence all parts together are required to carry out strategy implementa-

tion that results to profitable company with committed employees. 

First, the strategy of the company is defined. Often companies have formulated strate-

gies already. In this Thesis, the crucial elements of the strategy, such as mission, vision 

and values, strategic themes, competitive advantage, core competences and finally po-

sitioning and segmenting are carefully evaluated and updated if needed by all employees 

of the company. 

Second theme is intensive change management, including change process adapted 

from Kotter, making decisions and getting people committed. These three aspects for-

mulate successful change management. When employees can participate in decision 

making process, the commitment is easier and comes naturally.  

Third theme is robust process for strategy implementation, which starts from involving 

people, in practical it means going through the summary of the strategy. Feasibility of 

the strategy contains evaluation of the strategy, is the strategy leading to the target de-

fined in the vision. Only after that the planning of the strategy implementation can start. 

It means that each business unit, team and department as well as all the individuals 

make a plan how to fulfill the strategic intent. When the action plans are defined the 

performance can be measured to follow-up that employees are doing what they planned 

to do. It is important for an SME IT company, to adapt to the rapid requirement of change. 

Fourth theme is a systematic administration of strategy implementation. Facilitators role 

is to follow-up that planned strategy implementation actions take place. Furthermore, 

facilitator is responsible that strategy related issues are discussed in the same way in all 

organization levels.  

In a summary, existing knowledge and literature review concerning strategy implemen-

tation, highlights the importance of communication, commitment and turning decision 

making methods upside down. These unconventional ways of strategy implementation 

will guide the proposal building phase in the next Section of this Thesis. 
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5 Building Proposal for Strategy Implementation Handbook 

This Section focuses on building an initial proposal of Strategy implementation handbook 

outline which is based on the conceptual framework as well as on the findings from anal-

ysis of strategy implementation practices from two case companies. The handbook out-

line provides a tool to later co-develop the initial version of the Strategy implementation 

handbook. This Section is divided into three sub-sections, describing the overview of 

proposal building phase, the draft of the initial proposal and a summary. 

5.1 Overview of the Proposal Building Stage 

Data for the proposal building phase (Data 2) was collected from in-depth interviews. 

The interviewees were the same as in first round added with two O-level interviewees. 

The purpose was to co-develop a list of content points for developing the Strategy im-

plementation handbook. (describes in section 5.3), which in the next step serves when 

developing the text of the Strategy implementation handbook (with the text presented in 

Section 6).  

For the development of the list of content points for the handbook, the following steps 

were done. First, challenge areas in strategy implementation were discussed based on 

the analysis of strategy implementation at example companies as well as the findings 

from the previous study on strategy implementation (Data 1). Second, in-depth interviews 

were carried out with C-level as well as O-level employees at example companies (Data 

2), see the summary of stakeholder insights in Section 5.2). Third, the list of content 

points for the handbook was created (in Section 5.3) which was later developed further 

into the full text of the handbook (in Section 6). 

To remind about the data collection logic in this study, it consisted of three rounds of data 

collections. The purpose of the first round of interviews for Data 1 (for the analysis), was 

to develop an outline for the Strategy implementation handbook, in other words a process 

to follow in the handbook. Three C-level interviews we conducted: The CEO and the 

CMO of example company 1 and the Sales Director of example company 2. Two O-level 

interviews (a programmer and a sales representative) complemented the C-level inter-

views and gave deeper insight to the operative level opinions. At the interviews, the con-

ceptual framework was presented, and feedback was given. Next, the second round of 
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interviews (Data 2, tor the proposal building) was carried out when the outline of the 

handbook was visualized. At these interviews, an initial version of the strategy handbook 

contents was created. Finally, the third round of data collection gathered detailed feed-

back to the proposed text of the handbook (Data 3, discussed in Section 6).   

5.2 Findings from Data Collection 2 

Second round of Data 2 interviews consisted of evaluation of the big picture and sugges-

tions for developing the outline of the contents of the Strategy implementation handbook. 

The initial contents of the strategy handbook suggested to the stakeholders for discus-

sion were as follows (Table 2). 

Table 2. Initial contents of the strategy handbook. 

 Handbook themes and its key content points 

1 Summarizing Strategic Intent 

a. Mission, vision and values 

b. Business Idea and strategic themes 

c. Competitive advantage 

d. Core competences 

e. Positioning and segmenting 

2 Test feasibility of strategy 

3 Interpretation of strategic themes 

4 Establish action plans 

a. List different plans required 

b. Define action plans 

5 Measure performance 

6 Adapt to rapid pace of change 

The key suggestions from the stakeholders are summarized in Table 3 below and dis-

cussed in detail in Section 5.3 as part of the handbook development process. 
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Table 3. Key stakeholder suggestions for proposal building (Data 2) in relation to findings 

from the CSA (Data 1) and the key elements CF. 

Table 3. Key stakeholders suggestions for Data 2 in relation to Data 1. 

 Key areas from Data 1 Suggestions from stakeholders, categorized into rele-
vant groups (Data 2).  

1 The contents of the strategy 
are not clear and easy to un-
derstand  

Summarize strategy, decision making 

a) List core contents of a strategy 

b) Involve employees to the core elements of the strat-
egy.  

c) Let employees to decide and update strategy, as they 
are the real specialists of what the company is doing 

2 Decisions are made some-
where high above us. We do 
not have any impact on the 
strategy 

Change management; making decisions and get people 
committed  

a) Turn the top-down decision structure into bottom-up 
structure, where employees can have an impact on 
decisions.  

b) Encourage employees to take initiatives, make deci-
sions and share knowledge. 

c) Give power of decision to those who know the issue, 
no matter of the rank or title. 

3 Time is spent on daily rou-
tines, there is no time to 
strategy implementation work 

Change management  

a) Plan solid process and let employees to take part in 
the strategy work.  

b) Strategy work is the essential part of management’s 
responsibilities.  

c) The management need to get employees committed, 
which require that managers interactively communi-
cate strategy, listen to employees, and trust the em-
ployees. 

4 Strategy implementation pro-
cess is missing 

Strategy process; action plans 

a) Define clear process for implementing strategy.  

b) Evaluate step by step what needs to be done to im-
plement strategy. Who is involved, when actions are 
done and how they are measured. 

5 There are no clear instruc-
tions how to work according 
to the strategy 

Process; make action plans, measure performance 

a) Establish action plans for bigger changes.  

b) See that employees create action plans themselves 
based on the strategic themes.  

c) Follow-up action plans  
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The employees need to understand what is required to 
carry out chosen strategic intents.  

6 Nobody is leading the strat-
egy work 

Administration; facilitator  

a) Find a person inside the company to administrate the 
strategy work 

b) To be sure, that everybody gets similar possibilities to 
give input to the strategy work, nominate a facilitator 
to administrate strategy work. 

As seen from Table 3, the analysis of strategy implementation practice (Data 1) revealed 

the following challenges with example companies: 1) Crisp strategy summary. Employ-

ees are not aware of the contents of the strategy. Clear targets are vague, and daily 

operations do not support chosen strategy. Sometimes strategic intent gives a direction 

that is not considered in budgets, there are no resources for implementing chosen strat-

egy.  2) Intensive change management. The biggest obstacles in implanting strategy are 

a) lacking communication and b) the conventional top-down management who tries to 

force employees to fulfil strategic intents without possibilities to give opinions about it. 3) 

Robust process for strategy implementation. Often systematic way of formulating a strat-

egy or implementing it is lacking. When there is no systematic way to implement strategy, 

employees cannot prepare for strategy implementation actions, nor can they book time 

from daily hustle. Still the strategy process should leave room for quick changes, the 

competition and market situation require that sometimes strategic actions happen “by 

accident or ad hoc”. 4) Systematic administration of strategy implementation means that 

the strategy is discussed in similar ways throughout the organization. Everybody has 

similar possibilities to hear, what has been planned and give their opinion on issues in 

hand. One part of the administration of strategy is the working methods that can be used 

to evaluate and improve strategic intents.  

These findings (from Data 1), coupled with the suggestions identified from best practice 

and literature (merged into the conceptual framework) served as a starting point for the 

discussion on the key contents for the Strategy implementation handbook. Table 3 above 

also shows the summary of key inputs from the stakeholders (Data 2) for the contents of 

the Strategy implementation handbook. 

As seen from Table 3, the following key suggestions we made. To tackle Challenge 1, 

Unclear contents of the strategy, the stakeholders suggested, first, a) to list core contents 

of the strategy, and second b) to involve employees in developing, and third c) updating 

the strategy. 
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For tackling Challenge 2, Decisions that are made far away from daily operations, the 

interviewees proposed that, first a) turn the decision structure from top-down to bottom-

up, second b) encourage employees to take initiative, make decision and share 

knowledge. In addition, c) give the power to make decisions to the real experts of the 

issue. 

To turn down Challenge 3, Time is spent on daily routines, no time for strategy issues, 

the stakeholders advised to first, a) plan a solid process and include employees to strat-

egy work. second, b) emphasize that strategy work is management’s most important 

responsibility. Furthermore, they need to c) get employees committed. 

To tackle Challenge 4, Missing process for strategy implementation, the stakeholders 

suggested, first, d) to define clear process for implementing strategy, and second, b) they 

pointed to the need to evaluate the actions for implementing it. Moreover, the actions 

should also point clearly by whom and when the suggested steps need to be done, and 

how the outcomes should be measured. 

To take care of Challenge 5, No clear instructions how to work according to the strategy, 

the stakeholders stated that first, a) action plans should be established for bigger 

changes, which are second, b) created by employees themselves, which base on set 

strategic themes, that third, c) the employees understand and translate to daily activities, 

and which are finally, d) followed-up actively. 

For tackling Challenge 6, Nobody is leading the strategy work, the interviewees recom-

mended to first, a) find a facilitator inside the company to administrate the strategy work 

and second, see that b) everybody gets similar possibilities to give opinions to strategy 

work. 

Importantly, in relation to the overall structure and content of the handbook, the inter-

viewees proposed that each step of the handbook should always contain the instructions 

for the step as well as the actual actions of the step. They emphasized that when the 

final handbook also indicates the phase of the process, it is easier to the employees to 

perceive the whole big picture and the different phases. 

A more detailed overview of how the contents (outline) of the handbook were co-created 

with the stakeholders can be found below.  
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5.3 Developing the Outline of the Handbook 

The outline and key contents points of the Strategy implementation handbook were co-

created with the stakeholders in the following 9 steps. 

First, the conceptual framework (CF) was introduced to interviewees. It constitutes of 

four different themes as Figure 11 shows.  

 

Figure 11. Conceptual framework of the study (repeated from Section 3). 

As Figure 11 shows, the conceptual framework, synthesized in Section 3 and serving as 

starting point for the handbook development, consists of four main elements: A) Crisp 

strategy summary, B) Intensive change management, C) Robust process for strategy 

implementation and finally D) Systematic administration of strategy implementation. The 

interviews in Data 2 confirmed that the CF comprises the main topics that are needed 

for Strategy implementation handbook, but they also pointed out that CF does not give 

a clear outline for the handbook and are not solidly tied together. The interviews revealed 

that the elements contain different type of information. Two of the elements consist of 
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“instructions” how to work [A) administration and B) change management] when one 

element contain information about strategy [A)summary] and one element is a process 

[C) strategy implementation process]. During the interviews, the process for strategy im-

plementation was discussed lively. It turned out that the process (the blue bubble) can 

be used for the Strategy implementation handbook, when altered to fit the strategy im-

plantation handbook requirements.  

Based on the input from the stakeholders, the initial version of the strategy implementa-

tion process, which makes the outline of the handbook and formulated from the blue ‘C) 

Robust Process for Strategy Implementation’ element, was further developed into five 

sub-elements, as Figure 12 below shows. 

 

Figure 12. First version of strategy implementation outline (for the blue element). 

As seen in Figure 12, the ‘Robust Process for Strategy Implementation’ starts from 1. 

Involving people. As CMO of the example company 1 expressed it: 

“Employees should be involved in each and every step of the implementa-

tion” (CMO from Example company 1)  
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Therefore, the stakeholders emphasized that it is important to involve employees into the 

strategy process from the very beginning, i.e. to the formulation of the strategy. There-

fore, based on the stakeholder input, Step 1 in practice means formulating, updating or 

at least familiarizing the contents of the basic strategic intent as visualized in the first 

(orange) element of A) Summarizing the strategic intent with all involved stakeholders. 

Strategy Summary. Figure 13 below shows how the first step of the handbook outline 

‘Involve people’ turns into ‘Summarizing strategic intent together with all internal stake-

holders’. 

 

Figure 13. Step 1 for the handbook contents (outline). 

Figure 13 opens up the first phase proposed by the stakeholders for the handbook con-

tents (outline). It illustrates ‘Involving people’ which in practice means formulating and 

evaluating the core strategic intents. However, there were also some opposite opinions 

registered from the C-level interviewees, expressed as follows: 

“We cannot let all employees to spend time in thinking strategy issues, we 

need to serve our customers”. (CEO of Example company 1)  

Nevertheless, the other (especially O-level) stakeholders emphasized that if there is not 

enough time to thoroughly discuss all strategic issues with all employees, or if it is not 

possible to update the strategy, the Step 1 can only mean going through the core strategy 

issues. Therefore, as seen from Figure 13, this first step in the handbook content (outline) 

was kept as related to Summarizing strategic intent together with all internal stakehold-

ers.  
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Next, the emphasis was put to the 2. Step of the process, Feasibility of the strategy. 

Figure 14 below shows the strategy implementation process moving to the next step, 

Testing feasibility of the strategy. 

 

Figure 14. Step 2 of the outline of the Strategy implementation handbook. 

As Figure 14 shows, Step 2, Testing feasibility of the strategy that comes after Summa-

rizing the strategic intent. The interviewees highlighted the vital importance of this second 

phase. Moreover, they pointed out that if the company does not have time and/or re-

sources to start from formulating the strategy, the importance of the Step 2 increases.  

Next, Step 3 of the handbook outline relates to Planning implementation. Data 2 revealed 

that the planning of the strategy implementation is a vast step that starts from under-

standing the strategic themes. The interviewees considered Step 3 as a crucial, and in 

the end of the discussions with stakeholders, the planning of strategy implementation 

was divided into two steps: 1) Interpretation of the strategic themes and 2) Establishing 

action plans, as shown in Figure 15 below. 
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Figure 15. Step 3 and Step 4 of the outline of the Strategy implementation handbook. 

As Figure 15 reveals, the plan implementation phase bases on the strategic themes, 

which are built on the vision. The interviews with the C-level employees stressed that 

before an action plan can be derived from the strategic themes, the themes need to be 

understood thoroughly, hence Step 3 Practical interpretation of strategic themes, means 

translating strategic themes into everyday operations. As one of the C-level employees 

emphasized:  

“A strategic theme is interpreted when an employee really understands 

what is in it for me – what the strategy means in practice in daily operations” 

(CMO from Example Company 1). 

An important question in Step 3 contains a question asking the deep meaning of the 

theme and turning the meaning into daily actions. When a team or a department has 
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reached a common understanding of the core strategy themes, they can move forward 

to Step 4, Establish action plans. It is defined in an action plan what is done, by whom, 

when and how (Figure 15).  

Next, when Step 4, the what, who, when and how are defined, the strategy implementa-

tion process proceeds to Step 5, Measure performance, the actions can be measured, 

when the action plans (Step 4) are made, indicated the interviews with C-level employ-

ees. Figure 16 shows Step 5, measure performance, in the strategy handbook outline. 

 

Figure 16. Step 5 of the outline of the Strategy implementation handbook. 

As illustrated in Figure 16, Step 5, measuring the performance follows Step 4, action 

plans. The Data 2 identified that when it is clearly defined, what needs to be done, meas-

uring performance is possible. As the one of the C-level interviewees expressed it: 
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“It cannot only be about figures – other metrics, such as customer satisfac-

tion and pipeline generation, need to have an impact also on the perfor-

mance measurement”. (Sales Director, Example Company 2). 

The stakeholders emphasized that it is important to set also non-financial KPI’s for busi-

ness units as well as for individuals.  

Next step, Step 6, according to the discussions with the stakeholders, is to guarantee 

continuous strategy. Figure 17 below shows Step 6, Adapting to rapid pace of change 

as the final step of the outline together with the complete outline (Steps 1 – 6) for Strategy 

implementation handbook as defined in the interviews with the stakeholders.  

 

Figure 17. Step 6 as well as Steps 1 - 5 of the outline of the Strategy implementation handbook. 

As seen in Figure 17, Step 6, Adapting to change, is the final step of the handbook outline 

and turns the process into a loop. These six steps consist of two elements of CF (Figure 

11), A) Summarizing strategic intent and C) Process for strategy implantation.  
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The two remaining elements of the conceptual framework are B) change management 

and D) systematic administration of strategy implementation. All the interviews, espe-

cially with O-level employees, revealed that each step of the strategy implementation 

process needs systematic administration and propel working tools, that are easy to use. 

As one the O-level employees expressed it: 

“When several hours of our time is used, everything needs to happen 

smoothly, the process, administration as well as working methods need to 

be clear to everybody.” (Programmer at Example company 1). 

The two elements, B) change management and D) administration of strategy implemen-

tation effect on each step of the Strategy implementation handbook. The interviews and 

best practice review also indicated which were the best working methods when discuss-

ing and getting feedback for strategy implementation. The strategy implementation pro-

cess needs to be administrated and planned well before. An internal facilitator who takes 

care of practical strategy implementation actions improves the process considerably.  

It is also important is to get employees committed and involved into the whole change 

process. As one of the O-level employees stated: 

“What do we do with an excellent strategy, if we do not understand it?” 

(Sales representative of Example Company 1). 

The Data 2 indicated that when a company decides to make a broader change in their 

strategy, change management actions are vital, but the process starts from making de-

cisions. When all employees are given equal possibility to give opinions to the question 

in hand, the strategy implementation phase is easier, and employees will become more 

committed. When combining B) change management practices and D) systematic ad-

ministration of strategy implementation the picture can be visualized as in Figure 18 be-

low. 
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Figure 18. Adding B) change management and D) administration practices into outline of the 
handbook. 

The star has six branches as the outline of the handbook, each branch pointing at each 

step of the process.  

At the last and the final phase of co-creating handbook outline, the interviews with the 

stakeholders identified that when combining Figure 18 with the 6 Steps (Figure 17) for-

mulating the outline of the handbook, the big picture of strategy handbook outline is 

ready, as Figure 19 below indicates. 
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Figure 19. Initial proposal of handbook outline.  

As Figure 19 illustrates, different working methods, facilitator’s tasks and specific change 

management practices have been defined for each step of the strategy handbook out-

line, to get a generic, easy-to-implement Strategy implementation handbook.  

Summing up, each of the six strategy implementation outline steps contain actions that 

are described in the Strategy implementation handbook. Each step also contains chosen 

working methods most appropriate for the phase, defined change management actions 

which support each step and facilitator’s tasks that are required to administrate the strat-

egy implementation process. 

Next, the initial version of the Strategy implementation handbook is introduced in detail 

and presented to the stakeholders for validation.  
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6 Validation of the Strategy Implementation Handbook 

This Section introduces the initial version of the Strategy implementation handbook and 

presents if to the stakeholders for validation. The purpose of validating the proposed 

improvements was to evaluate the initial handbook and to gather feedback whether all 

the proposed amendments were relevant for the handbook. This Section is divided into 

three Sections; introduction of the handbook, proposals for moderations and the final list 

of moderation to the Strategy implementation handbook.  

6.1 Overview of Validation Stage 

The validation was done in three steps. First, initial version of the Strategy implementa-

tion handbook was introduced to all stakeholders, e.g. C- and O-level interviewees. The 

purpose was to provide the Strategy implementation handbook to all stakeholders and 

get feedback (Data 3) about the initial version of the handbook.  

Second, the proposals for improving the handbook are presented (Data 3). Third, the 

contents of Data 3 were evaluated and appropriate moderations to the final Strategy 

implementation handbook were made to create a final version of the Strategy implemen-

tation handbook as an outcome of this Thesis. 

6.2 Initial Version of Strategy Implementation Handbook 

The Strategy implementation handbook is divided into six Steps as described on sub-

section 5.2. The step of each page is indicated on the right-hand side corner with orange 

process image (orange hoop). Always, when possible, one page of the handbook is split 

into two sections: on the left-hand side of the page are the instructions for the page. All 

instructions follow the same structure; 1) General instructions of the phase. 2) The work-

ing method for each phase is written in red. 3) The Change Management practice are 

written in green. 4) The Facilitator’s tasks are written in blue. In the end of the instructions 

is the 5) Outcome of the phase, which is written in black.  
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6.2.1 Summarizing Strategic Intent – Mission, Vision and Values 

In this Step, the mission, vision and values are discussed as they form the basics of the 

strategy. Mission answer to a question: “Why do we exist? Vision gives long-term objec-

tives of the company, it answers to a question: “What do we want to be?” Vision gives a 

timeline in 3-5 years. Examples of good vision are: “Crush [name of competitor] by year 

XYZ” or “Become an USD x billion company by year z”. The values tell what the company 

believes in and describes how the employees what to act.  

Working Method: Discussion board on intranet’s strategy room (ISR) → Short list of Mis-

sion, Vision and Values → OPERA in volunteer’s team → Discussion with issue owner 

→ a draft version of the proposal introduced to all employees → Vote. Let the best pro-

posals win, no matter who made it. 

Change Management Practice: Why the strategy process is started, in the best case the 

original initiative comes from inside the company, not from top-management. Find en-

thusiastic volunteers. Inform the whole organization. Communicate about the process in 

all discussion channels, react according the feedback. Ensure that the whole manage-

ment team supports the strategy implementation project. Let the best proposals win, no 

matter who made it. 

Facilitator’s Tasks: Invite employees to take part of the discussion at intranet, give time-

line, create voting for best proposals. Find a team of volunteers to discuss proposals in 

more details. Outcome: Defined mission, vision and core values. Figure 20 below illus-

trates the easel for the first phase of the Strategy implementation handbook. 
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Figure 20. Step 1, summarizing strategic intent: mission, vision and values. 

As seen in Figure 20, company’s mission, vision and core values are discussed in both 

team and individual levels, starting Step 1 of strategy implementation, as the orange 

hoop in the right-hand corner indicates. 

6.2.2 Summarizing Strategic Intent – Business Idea & Strategic Themes 

In this Step, the Business Ideas and Strategic themes are introduced. The Business Idea 

bases on mission, vision and values. It describes what products and services company 

is selling, to whom it is selling and what is the geographical area, where the company 

operates. 

Strategic themes are derived from business idea and vision statement. Themes tell what 

is expected from the company and its employees. Strategic themes mean the same as 

the business objectives or initiatives. Strategic themes give an idea where the company 

is aiming for.  
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Working Method: Discussion board on ISR → Short list of proposals for Business Ideas 

and Strategic Themes → OPERA in volunteer’s team → Discussion with issue owner → 

a draft version of the proposal introduced to all employees → Vote → Final version of 

the Business Idea and a list of Strategic Themes.  

Change Management Practices: Summary of previous phase (mission, vision & values) 

is communicated to everyone. Find volunteers to refine business ideas and themes. In-

form the whole organization what has already been achieved and what still needs to be 

done. Communicate about the process in all discussion channels. Let the best proposals 

win, no matter who made it. Facilitator’s Tasks: Invite employees to take part of the dis-

cussion at intranet, give timeline, create voting for best proposals. Find a team of volun-

teers to discuss proposals in more details. Outcome: The winning business idea and a 

list of strategic themes. Figure 21 below illustrates the easel for creating business idea 

and strategic themes in the Strategy implementation handbook. 

 

Figure 21. Step 1, business idea and strategic themes in the handbook. 
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As Figure 21 illustrates, the business idea and strategic themes are discussed at the 

second phase of summarizing strategic intent.  

6.2.3 Summarizing Strategic Intent – Competitive Advantage 

In this Step, the Competitive Advantage is considered. When the mission, vision and 

values as well as business idea and strategic themes are defined, the Competitive Ad-

vantage is defined. It describes how the company provides such value to the customer 

that is difficult for competitors to copy. Competitive advantage answers to a question: 

Why customers are buying from us? The competitive advantage defines, if the company 

competing with price, innovative and unique solutions or is the company focusing on 

chosen customer group, geographical area or a chosen solution segment. List Custom-

ers: requirements and markets, Competition: competitors, industries and environments 

and internal: know-how, resources and networks. 

Working Method: Discussion board on ISR → Short list of proposals for Competitive Ad-

vantages → OPERA in volunteer’s team → Discussion with issue owner → a draft ver-

sion of the proposal is introduced to all employees → vote → Final list of Competitive 

Advantages.  

Change Management Practices: Summary of previous phase, business idea & strategic 

themes, is communicated to everyone. Find volunteers interested in Competitive Ad-

vantage. Inform the whole organization what has already been achieved and what still 

needs to be done. Communicate about the process in all discussion channels. Let the 

best proposals win, no matter who made it.  

Facilitator’s Tasks: Invite employees to take part of the discussion at intranet, give time-

line, create voting for best proposals. Find a team of volunteers to discuss and iterate 

proposals in more details. Outcome: Common understanding and definition of the com-

petitive advantages today and in the future. Figure 22 below illustrates the easel for com-

petitive advantage in the Strategy implementation handbook. 
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Figure 22. Step 1, competitive advantage in the Strategy implementation handbook. 

As Figure 22 illustrates, competitive advantages are a part of the third phase of summa-

rizing strategic intent. 

6.2.4 Summarizing Strategic Intent – Core Competences 

In this Step, the Core Competences are discussed as they are needed to create com-

petitive advantage. Core competences are difficult to copy and can be re-used to inno-

vate solutions. Core competences provide value to customers. Consider core compe-

tences today and in the future. 

An SME IT company competes on technological knowledge. It is important to list what 

the most sophisticated technology offers and what is required to utilize new innovations 

and turn them into profitable business. It is not enough to be competent in turns of tech-

nology. Turning innovations into profitable business requires sales and marketing 

knowledge. 
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Working Method: Discussion board on ISR → Short list of proposals for Core Compe-

tences → OPERA in volunteer’s team → Discussion with issue owner → a draft version 

of the proposal is introduced to all employees → Vote → Final list of Core Competences 

today and in the future.  

Change Management Practices: Summary of previous phase, Competitive Advantages, 

is communicated to everyone. Find volunteers. Inform the whole organization what has 

already been achieved and what still needs to be done. Communicate about the process 

in all discussion channels. Let the best proposals win, no matter who made it.  

Facilitator’s Tasks: Invite employees to take part of the discussion at intranet, give time-

line, create voting for best proposals. Find a team of volunteers to discuss proposals in 

more details. Outcome: List of core competences today and in the future. Figure 23 be-

low illustrates the easel for core competences in the Strategy implementation handbook. 

 

Figure 23. Step 1, core competences in the Strategy implementation handbook. 
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Figure 23 describes core competences, which form the fourth phase of summarizing 

strategic intent. 

6.2.5 Summarizing Strategic Intent – Positioning 

In this Step the Positioning is discussed, as it describes where the company is in relation 

with other companies in the same industry. Positioning answers to questions: Who are 

our customers? What are their needs? Why are our customers buying from us? How our 

offering differs from competitors? 

Working Method: Discussion board on ISR → Short list for ideas of Positioning → 

OPERA in volunteer’s team → Discussion with issue owner → a draft version of the 

proposal is introduced to all employees → Vote → Final idea of how the company is 

positioned in relation with competitors.  

Change Management Practices: Summary of previous phase, Core Competences, is 

communicated to everyone. Find volunteers interested in positioning. Inform the whole 

organization. Communicate about the process in all discussion channels. Let the best 

proposals win, no matter who made it. 

Facilitator’s Tasks: Invite employees to take part of the discussion at intranet, give time-

line, create voting for best proposals. Find a team of volunteers to discuss proposals in 

more details. Inform the whole organization what has already been achieved and what 

still needs to be done. Outcome: Common understanding of the positioning of the com-

pany. Figure 24 below illustrates the easel for positioning in the Strategy implementation 

handbook. 
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Figure 24. Step 1, positioning in the Strategy implementation handbook. 

Figure 24 describes positioning, which form the fifth phase of summarizing strategic in-

tent. 

6.2.6 Summarizing Strategic Intent – Segmentation 

In this Step the Segmentation is considered, as it means dividing potential customers 

into similar homogenous groups with similar needs and desires.  

Working Method: Discussion board on ISR → Short list of proposals for targeted cus-

tomer Segments → OPERA and/or PICK matrix in volunteer’s team → Discussion with 

issue owner → a draft version of the proposal is introduced to all employees → vote → 

Final list of different target segments of the company.  

Change Management Practices: Summary of previous phase, Positioning, is communi-

cated to everyone. Find volunteers. Inform the whole organization. Communicate about 
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the process in all discussion channels. Let the best proposals win, no matter who made 

it. 

Facilitator’s Tasks: Invite employees to take part of the discussion at intranet, give time-

line, create voting for best proposals. Find a team of volunteers to discuss proposals in 

more details. Inform the whole organization what has already been achieved and what 

still needs to be done. Outcome: Common understanding of the customer segmentation 

of the company. Figure 25 below illustrates the easel for positioning in the Strategy im-

plementation handbook. 

 

Figure 25. Step 1, segmentation in the Strategy implementation handbook. 

Figure 25 describes segmentation, which form the sixth and final phase of Step 1, sum-

marizing strategic intent. 
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6.2.7 Test Feasibility of Strategy 

In this Step the Feasibility of the strategy is discussed, as it tells if the defined strategy 

is leading the company to the desired target. It is aligned, throughout the company, re-

sources are reserved for the development areas. If the company already have a viable 

and updated Strategy, which is not possible to change considerably, this is the phase, 

where the strategy implementation starts. It is, however important to the employees’ 

commitment to give them a possibility to have influence on the strategy. 

Working Method: Discussion board on ISR → Gather opinions on the defined strategy 

→ OPERA in volunteer’s team → Discussion with issue owners → a draft version of the 

proposal is introduced to all employees → Vote → Final version the summary of strategic 

intent of the company. 

Change Management Practices: Synopsys of all the previous phases, which formulate 

the summary of strategic intents is communicated to everyone. Find volunteers discuss 

and iterate if possible. Inform the whole organization. Communicate about the process 

in all discussion channels. Let the best proposals win, no matter who made it. 

Facilitator’s Tasks: Invite employees to take part of the discussion at intranet, give time-

line, create voting for best proposals. Find a team of volunteers to discuss proposals in 

more details if possible. Inform the whole organization what has already been achieved 

and what still needs to be done. Outcome: A compact strategy summary, that can be 

implemented. It is logical, and it guides the company to defined objectives. Figure 26 

below illustrates the easel for testing feasibility of the strategy in the Strategy implemen-

tation handbook. 
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Figure 26. Step 2, testing feasibility of the strategy in the Strategy implementation handbook. 

Figure 26 describes feasibility testing in the Strategy implementation handbook which 

form Step 2 of strategy implementation process as the orange hoop indicates. 

6.2.8 Interpretation of Strategic Themes 

In this Step the Interpretation of strategic themes is considered, as it means that employ-

ees understand what the strategy means and what is expected from them in daily oper-

ations. Interpretation happens in different organizational levels of the company: what the 

strategy means to our department, team and all individuals?  

Working Method: Discussion in teams/departments → What the strategic themes in prac-

tical strategical meanings → OPERA in teams to find unanimous opinion. 

Change Management Practices: A list of mutually agreed strategic themes are commu-

nicated to all employees. Find volunteers discuss and iterate if possible. Inform the whole 



84 

 

 

organization. Communicate about the process in all discussion channels. Let the best 

proposals win, no matter who made it. 

Facilitator’s Tasks: Invite all team members to discuss what the strategy means to the 

team/department/individual. Give timeline. See that summaries are drawn and presented 

to other teams/departments to find cross points and mutual interest. Outcome: An indi-

vidual/team/department level interpretation of strategic themes, what do the strategic 

themes in practice mean and require from all stakeholders. Figure 27 below illustrates 

the easel for interpretation of strategic themes in the Strategy implementation handbook. 

 

Figure 27. Step 3, interpretation of the strategic themes in the Strategy implementation hand-
book. 

Figure 27 describes interpretation of strategic themes in the Strategy implementation 

handbook which form Step 3 of strategy implementation process as the orange hoop 

indicates. 
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6.2.9 Establish Action Plans  

In this Step Action Plans are discussed, as they tell what needs to be done to achieve 

the strategic themes (corporate objectives). A strategy often incorporates considerable 

changes that are required, to get where the company aims. Broader changes require 

project plans where many departments and individuals are involved. Strategy requires 

actions from all employees, the actions are planned in an action plan for individuals which 

enable follow-up of daily operations. Each strategic theme often generates at least one 

action plan to achieve the strategic theme. If a team has several action plans, prioritiza-

tion of the various plans guides employees through daily operations.  

Working Method: OPERA and PICK to identify different (upper and lower level) develop-

ment projects with volunteers → Discussion board on ISR → Short list of development 

projects → Vote → Final list of different development projects.  

Change Management Practices: Why change is needed → What it requires from em-

ployees → what is achieved when the target is achieved → Report short term wins → 

Be open to improvement ideas. 

Facilitator’s Tasks: Invite employees to take part of the discussion at intranet, give time-

line, create voting for best proposals. Find a team of volunteers to discuss proposals in 

more details. Outcome: A prioritized list of development projects with nominated project 

leaders. Figure 28 below illustrates the easel for establishing list of action plans in the 

Strategy implementation handbook. 
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Figure 28. Step 4, establish a list of action plans in the Strategy implementation handbook. 

Figure 28 illustrates listing of action plans in the Strategy implementation handbook 

which form Step 4 of strategy implementation process as the orange hoop indicates. 

Summarize various action or project plans into one table as shown in Figure 29 below. 

 

Figure 29. List of action plans. 
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Figure 29 shows a list of action plans, with information about name of the plan or project, 

owner, timetable, resources allocated, target for the plan, key performance indicator set 

for the action plan and finally the priority of the action plan in relation to other action 

plans.  

Facilitator’s Tasks: Make a summary of plans as presented by different teams/depart-

ments. Publish plans on intranet. Communicate everybody. See where the team/depart-

ment silos are crossed. Check cooperation. Outcome: A prioritized list of development 

projects with nominated project leaders. 

When the list of action plans is defined, the actual definition of the action plans can start. 

An action plan tells what is done, who does it, and when. It also tells what resources are 

allocated to the carry out the plan and what is the outcome of the plan and how the 

actions are measured.  

Working Method: Wall Chart Technique, OPERA and/or PICK to define critical action 

points for upper level development projects together with group of volunteers/ stakehold-

ers → Discussion with issue owners → a draft version of the proposal is introduced to all 

employees → Evaluate and utilize ideas from all employees → Finalize proposals → Be 

open to new ideas → Execute action plans.  

Change Management Practices: Communicate action plans – explain and sell the idea 

why something is done → Report short term wins → Be open to improvement ideas. 

Facilitator’s Tasks: Start from the broadest and most important development project. In-

vite all stakeholders and create a team from volunteers → Inform the progress to the 

whole organization. Follow-up that the milestones are reached as planned. Outcome: 

Several detailed action plans with all necessary information. Figure 30 below illustrates 

the easel for defining action plans in details in the Strategy implementation handbook. 
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Figure 30. Define action plans in detail in the Strategy implementation handbook. 

Figure 30 illustrates definition of action plans in the Strategy implementation handbook 

which finalize Step 4 of strategy implementation process as the orange hoop indicates. 

6.2.10 Measure Performance 

In this Step the Measuring of Performance is introduced. The performance is measured 

against the outcome of the action plans. The goals need to be Specific, Measurable, 

Attainable, Realistic and Tangible. Check that strategic themes and measurement met-

rics support each other. Try to find additional performance metrics than only financial. 

Measure for example, how innovative company is, quality of processes, how attractive 

company is from talented people’s perspective, how well the strategy is implemented. 

Measure initiatives taken, and decision made by O-level employees. 
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Working Method: Discussion board on ISR → Short list of performance measurement 

guidelines → OPERA in volunteer’s team → Discussion with issue owner → a draft ver-

sion of the performance measurement guidelines is introduced to all employees → Vote 

→ Final version of performance measurement guidelines.  

Change Management Practice: Communicate guidelines – explain and sell the idea → 

Report short term wins → Be open to improvement ideas. 

Facilitator’s Tasks:  Invite employees to take part of the discussion at intranet, give time-

line, create voting for best proposals. Find a team of volunteers to discuss proposals in 

more details. Outcome: Guidelines for unbiased performance measurement. Figure 31 

below illustrates the easel for measuring performance in the Strategy implementation 

handbook. 

 

Figure 31. Step 5, define performance measurement actions in the Strategy implementation 
handbook. 
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Figure 31 shows defining performance measurement in the Strategy implementation 

handbook which is Step 5 of the strategy implementation process as the orange hoop 

indicates. 

6.2.11 Adapt to Rapid Pace of Change 

In this Step Adapt to Rapid Pace of Change is discussed, as it is obvious that the Strategy 

needs to be changed according to changes in surrounding environment, if you do not 

change, the competitors will. Internet era and the new way of working which comes to-

gether with millennials require rapid adaptation to changes. This is not learned from 

books or checked from action plans. The change requires considerable changes in the 

culture of company. Corner stones are where the decisions are made (top-down or bot-

tom-up), what is the ultimate role of a manager – manage operations or help employees 

to carry out operations. Important is to encourage employees to take initiative and involve 

them to all operations. 

Working Method: The leaders of the company need to give decision power to those, who 

are the real specialist around the issue. Listen to people who have shown to be most 

competent to the issue in hand. The rank or title does not matter anymore.  

Facilitator Tasks: Help all the employees to shine! Outcome: Passionate employees and 

a company which attracts competent work force. Figure 32 below illustrates the easel for 

adapting to rapid pace of change in the Strategy implementation handbook. 
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Figure 32. Step 6, adapt to the rapid pace of change in the Strategy implementation handbook. 

Figure 32 illustrates the actions required to cope with the rapid pace of change in the 

Strategy implementation handbook which is Step 6 and the final step of the strategy 

implementation process as the orange hoop indicates. 

When all 6 Steps of the strategy implementation process are defined and carried out, a 

loop is formulated, which can be synchronized with the strategy year clock of the com-

pany. It is, however, vital to remember to keep flexibility to certain level, to be able to 

adapt to changes in the environment and competition. 

As a summary, the Strategy implementation handbook constitutes of 6 Steps with addi-

tional sub-steps or sub-phases. On each of page of the Handbook working methods, 

change management practices, facilitator’s tasks and the desired outcome are described 

to create a easy-to-implement and living Strategy implementation handbook that helps 

SME IT companies to be more successful. 
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6.3 Findings of Data Collection 3 

The initial version of the Strategy implementation handbook was introduced as a Power 

Point Presentation to all the interviewees of this Thesis to collect feedback (Data 3) for 

the handbook. The Strategy implementation handbook was also presented to Red Hat 

manager (Holmgren 2018), who also commented the handbook. Table 4 shows detailed 

comments on the handbook page by page. 

Table 4. Key stakeholder feedback from validation (Data 3). 

Nr Handbook Step/phase Description of the feedback 

1 General contents Missing instructions: 

Add instructions to carry out OPERA, PICK and Wall 
Chart Technique  

2 General contents Define internal target groups: 

Define specific target group for each phase if possi-
ble e.g. (management team, business unit, whole 
personnel) 

3 General contents Find a facilitator among team members: 

Facilitator’s role is vital if the decision power is 
turned from top-management to bottom-up.  

a) To nominate a facilitator among team members, 

b) chosen by team members, 

c) and given him/her the opportunity to discuss 
strategy issues with team members,  

d) without manager’s presence and  

e) only present the outcome will turn the power and 
enable new way of making decisions. 

4 General contents Do not force employees to participate: 

The summary of strategy takes a long time, it is im-
portant to find volunteers to discuss the issues, not 
force all employees to participate in strategy discus-
sions.  

5 Mission, vision & values Core strategy:  

This is the core of the strategy, pay attention to this, 
use time and resources to formulate these. 
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6 Business Idea & strate-
gic themes 

Core strategy:  

These are also important strategic issues. Well de-
fined strategic themes unify company operations 
and enables similar core targets to everybody. 

7 Competitive advantage Secondary strategy:  

This can be deleted from the handbook. Vital issue, 
but not absolutely necessary for the handbook. 

8 Core competence Secondary strategy:  

This can be deleted from the handbook. Vital issue, 
but not absolutely necessary for the handbook. 

9 Positioning Secondary strategy:  

This can be deleted from the handbook. Vital issue, 
but not absolutely necessary for the handbook. 

10 Segmentation Secondary strategy:  

This can be deleted from the handbook. Vital issue, 
but not absolutely necessary for the handbook. 

11 Test feasibility of the 
strategy 

Emphasize feasibility: 

Often strategy work starts from this point. Use 
enough time to discuss this thoroughly  

12 Interpretation of strate-
gic themes 

Find a facilitator among team members: 

This is a good example of strategy issue that a facil-
itator nominated from the team members can carry 
out without manager’s presence. The answers can 
be much more versatile if the issue is discussed 
without the manager. 

13 Establish action plans Find a facilitator among team members: 

See above, when establishing team’s action plans. 

14 Adapt to rapid pace of 
change 

Changing company culture: 

This point actually requires a total change in the 
company’s culture. Requires time and patience but 
pays well in the end. 

15 Adapt to rapid pace of 
change 

Value errors: 

When things are done fast, as Whitehurst ex-
pressed: “Release early, release often”. It means 
that errors are allowed, even desired. When errors 
appear, it means that release early, release often 
happens in real life too.   



94 

 

 

These findings (from Data 3), served as proposed improvement for the Strategy imple-

mentation handbook. Table 4 above also shows the summary of key inputs from the 

stakeholders (Data 3) for the contents of the Strategy implementation handbook. 

As seen from Table 4, the following suggestions (Data 3) were made. To tackle Chal-

lenge 1, Missing instructions, the CEO of example company 1 proposed, that the final 

version of the Strategy implementation handbook should contain instructions to utilize 

OPERA, PICK and Wall Chart Technique. 

“We need to be quickly up and running, when dealing with the strategy, we 

do not have time to waste with instructions and working methods.” (CEO of 

example company 1). 

For tackling Challenge 2, Define internal target groups, the Data 3 indicated, that at each 

step or phase of the strategy implementation, an internal target group, such as manage-

ment team, business unit, the whole personnel could be defined beforehand, to ensure 

that the right people participate in each phase. 

To cope with Challenges 3, 12, and 13, Find a facilitator among team members, 

Holmgren emphasized the importance of turning decision power from top-down to bot-

tom-up. When first, a) a facilitator is nominated from the members of the team, and sec-

ond, b) chosen by the team member, third c) given her the opportunity to discuss strategy 

issues with team members, fourth d) without manager’s presence and fifth, e) only pre-

sent the outcome to the manager. These team-imposed initiatives enable bottom-up 

leadership style and empower employees, emphasized the interviewee. As Holmgren 

expressed it: 

“To turn decision making from top-down to bottom-up empowers employ-

ees and increases their commitment. The action plans made without any 

manager’s interference have been brilliant!” (Holmgren 2018) 

Challenge 12, Interpretation of strategic themes and Challenge 13 Establish action plans 

are excellent examples of strategy implementation steps that facilitator nominated from 

the team can handle with the team and without manager’s presence, stated Holmgren. 

For tackling Challenge 4, Do not force employees to participate, the O-level interviewee 

emphasized, that not everybody is interested in strategy issues. Data 3 revealed that the 
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summary of strategy (Step 1) can take a long time, hence it is important to find volunteers 

to discuss strategy issues. 

To tackle Challenges 5 and 6, Core strategy, the interviewee pointed out, that defining 

mission, vision, values, business idea and strategic themes are extremely important for 

the company’s existence, as the CMO of example company 1 expressed it: 

“The time spend for core strategy issues will definitely pay back later in a 

form of committed work force who is striving for the same goals”. (CMO of 

example company 1) 

To cope with the Challenges 7, 8, 9 and 10, Secondary strategy, the Data 3 revealed 

that first, these issues are important, but second, can be deleted from the Strategy im-

plementation handbook, as they are not absolutely necessary. These issues can be de-

cided in smaller groups as they often are unique for a business unit or a team. These 

strategic issues are not often the same throughout the whole company, emphasized the 

CEO of example company 1. 

For tackling Challenge 11, Emphasize feasibility, the O-level interviewees pointed out, 

that core strategy issues are not changed too often, usually the strategy round starts 

from a quick check of the core strategy issues Therefore the Sales Director of Example 

Company 2 stated, that enough time needs to be invested in feasibility check. 

To tackle with the two final Challenges, numbers 14 and 15, Changing company culture 

and value errors, are probably the most difficult challenges, as Holmgren emphasized. 

The challenges require total change of behavior and values. To turn from error-free cul-

ture to a culture, where errors are welcomed, and considered as a token of involving 

employees in an early stage of change. It requires patience and time to tackle these 

challenges. As Holmgren stated: 

“Changing culture is a long-term target, it requires resolution from the man-

agement and everybody needs to put their minds on it.” (Holmgren 2018). 

Summing up, the interviewees were in general satisfied with the overall structure of the 

Strategy implementation handbook. The visual layout and the process step indicator (the 
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orange hoop) were considered as describing and easy to follow. The first step was con-

sidered to be heavy and time-consuming, especially as Step 1 is not changed too often. 

6.4 Final Moderations to Strategy Implementation Handbook 

Based on the findings from the analysis of best practice at example companies, existing 

knowledge, stakeholder proposals for improvements (Data 2 and 3) the final list of 

amendments was formulated. The summary of the outline for the handbook is presented 

in Table 5.  

As shown in Table 5, some moderations to the Strategy implementation handbook were 

made as an outcome of Data 3.  

Table 5. The final outline of the Strategy implementation handbook. 

 Handbook themes and its key content points 

1 Table of Contents 

2 Instructions for OPERA, PICK and Wall Chart Technique 

3 Instructions for facilitators 

3 Summarizing Strategic Intent 

a) Mission, vision and values 

b) Business Idea and strategic themes 

c) The rest of the summary is optional 

4 Test feasibility of strategy 

5 Interpretation of strategic themes 

6 Establish action plans 

a) List different plans required 

b) Define action plans 

7 Measure performance 

8 Adapt to rapid pace of change 
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As seen in Table 5, the Strategy implementation handbook has been changed and some 

new pages for the Handbook have been added. First, the table of contents have been 

added. Second, instructions for different working methods (OPERA, PICK and Wall Chart 

Technique) have also been inserted in the Handbook. Third, general instructions for fa-

cilitators have been created and added to the Handbook. Fourth, the secondary strategy 

issues have been put into parenthesis, as they can be dispensed if formulated before-

hand. Fifth, the importance of Step 6, Adapt to rapid pace of change, have been empha-

sized and the contents of the page have altered accordingly. Otherwise the contents of 

the Strategy implementation handbook are similar as in the initial version.  

The contents of the added page: Instructions for facilitators, is written below. The page 

follows the same layout as on other Strategy implementation handbook pages (6.2.1 – 

6.2.11) with general instructions and working method to create a solid handbook. 

Instructions for facilitators: There are two kinds of facilitators. One who has the overall 

responsibility of the strategy issues in the company, meaning that she/he takes care of 

top-managements strategic activities, writes summaries, delivers them to team meetings 

and follows-up that the issues discussed in the Management Team meetings, are also 

discussed in smaller teams or business units. The overall facilitator can participate in the 

team meetings and write down team’s opinions and deliver them to management team 

as input from employees. The overall facilitator is not normally, however, a member of 

management team and does not have more power over strategic issues than an average 

employee. 

The team facilitator is a member of the team and elected for the position. She/he takes 

care that strategic issues are discussed within the team as planned by the management 

team. Strategic issues can also be discussed within the team without mandate from the 

management team. The facilitator or a team member can initiate questions, and the team 

discusses the questions without manager’s presence. The team can propose solutions 

which are carried out, if supported enough. 

Strategic topics, which fit well to be discussed within the team lead by team facilitator are 

especially strategic themes and the interpretation of them, and action plans. However, 

all issues, that the team considers important for their daily operations can be discussed. 

The discussions should lead to a proposal for an improvement of the daily operations.  
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Working Method: Select Team Facilitator → Inform the organization → Discuss important 

topics within the team using OPERA, PICK or Wall Chart technique or any other chosen 

technique → Present findings/solutions to owner of the issue → Vote → Implement win-

ning proposals. Outcome: A proposal for an improvement. 

Summing up, there were two important proposals for moderations to Strategy implemen-

tation handbook from Data 3 stage. First, 1) the role of the facilitator. Second 2) the 

importance of the Step 6, Adapt to rapid pace of change. These proposals were imple-

mented into the Strategy implementation handbook. After these alterations, the final 

Strategy implementation handbook is ready.  

  



99 

 

 

7 Conclusions 

This Section concludes the finding made in this Thesis. In addition to the findings the 

final version of Strategy implementation handbook is ready for use. Furthermore, this 

Section includes also an evaluation of the Thesis. 

7.1 Executive Summary 

Many small and mediums sized IT companies employ young and innovative millennials, 

who are not satisfied with conventional management methods. In addition to focusing 

their attention on developing sophisticated solutions, young employees want to have an 

impact on the company. Studies reveal that nine out of ten employees do not understand 

company’s strategy. This applies to all companies, also to those, where management 

methods are somewhat conventional. This study investigated how to successfully run 

strategy implementation work, in the demanding competitive environment, with modern 

management methods. The objective of this Thesis was to develop a generic Strategy 

implementation handbook, which guides companies in practice through strategy imple-

mentation successfully within modern SME IT companies. 

The approach to conduct the research in this Thesis was case research combined with 

qualitative research. Data was gathered with in-depth and group interviews, and results 

of previous strategy study was utilized. The study was conducted by first analyzing best 

practice at two example companies, which guided to the relevant existing knowledge and 

best practice.  

The final version of Strategy implementation handbook was developed with help of three 

data collection rounds (Data 1 – 3). The target of the first round, Data 1, was to create 

an understanding of strategy implementation challenges in SME IT companies.  The 

second data collection round (Data 2) was conducted to build a proposal for the outline 

of the Strategy implementation handbook. In the third data collection round (Data 3) the 

initial version of the Strategy implementation handbook was validated and moderated.  

The analysis of best practice and existing knowledge revealed, that strategy is not clear, 

and it does not guide companies to desired results. Often the change management ac-

tions are not adequate, and the new strategy is not implemented into everyday work. In 
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the example companies’ strategy implementation work is more ad hoc actions than sys-

tematic process, which still is flexible for changes, when needed. Furthermore, the ad-

ministration of the strategy implementation is not well defined, when employees gather 

together to discuss strategy issues, too much time is spent on working methods.  

The Strategy implementation handbook is divided into 6 steps. Step 1 contains summa-

rizing strategic intent with all employees. The target for this step is to give employees the 

opportunity to influence on the contents of the strategy. Step 2 is to test the feasibility of 

strategy. If the company does not need or have possibilities to update the core strategy, 

this is the right step to start the strategy work. However, step 1 is still recommended as 

it gives the employees an opportunity to participate and commit to the set strategy. On 

Step 3, which is practical interpretation of strategic themes, the target is to understand 

what the company’s main objectives are, what they in practice mean to daily operations 

in a business unit, team and in individual level. Next follows Step 4, when the action 

plans are established according to the strategic themes (main objectives) of the com-

pany. After finishing action plans, the operations’ performance can be measured. Step 6 

is measuring performance. It is vital to include metrics that measure other than financial 

performance, such as for example, generating pipeline or improving customer experi-

ence. The final step, Step 6, adapt to rapid pace of change, concentrates on how to be 

a winner in tough competition and in rapidly changing environment with new era of em-

ployees, millennials, requiring different leadership practices. The sixth step forms a loop 

into the strategy implementation work. The essential findings of the final step are to un-

derstand that the way people work is changing, which leads to considerable changes in 

the company culture. The stiff, conventional top-down management is turned upside-

down, to bottom-up management, where decisions are made fast and where the real-life 

experts have the power to make decisions. In this new world, the leaders’ serve employ-

ees and assist them to shine.  

Additionally, the Strategy implementation handbook contains also practical working 

methods (OPERA, PICK and Wall Chart Technique) for strategy implementation work. 

Important part of a successful strategy implementation is change management actions 

as well as systematic administration of strategy. Competent facilitator can help consid-

erably implementation of the strategy. When the facilitator is nominated from team mem-

bers the team-imposed thinking and personal initiative taking leads to committed, pas-

sionate employees and improved results.  
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Briefly, a structured Strategy implementation handbook helps SME IT companies to im-

plement strategy successfully and utilize the enormous internal power that the committed 

employees entail. The Handbook assists companies to adapt to the fierce competition, 

where decisions are made fast, and winners attract the most talented, passionate and 

creative work force. 

7.2 How to Put the Handbook into Practice: for Whom and How 

First, when using the handbook to guide strategy implementation, the companies need 

to be aware of the target audience. The Strategy implementation handbook is developed 

for SMEs especially those within the IT field.  

Second, many of the employees within SME IT field are modern millennials who no 

longer settle with conventional top-down management. Millennials do not want to be 

managed by telling what to do and measuring that the instructions are followed.  

Third, a modern SME IT company cannot only rely on management thesis developed 

almost a hundred years ago. This Thesis challenges to certain extent the traditional 

model of strategy and management methods, which are often developed to large enter-

prises not to SMEs. Hence, this Thesis turns traditional ideas upside-down and turns 

decision making bottom-up, gives power to employees and widens accountability not 

only to employees but also to leaders of the company. Leaders’ instructions are not what 

should be followed blindly, they are also accountable to employees. The new era of lead-

ership turns managers into stewards whose main responsibility is to help employees to 

excel. 

Fourth, the first-hand stakeholders are the employees of the IT SMEs, who innovate in 

daily bases and their expertise and competence are the key asset of the company. These 

resources of skilled, creative and passionate employees are scarce. Companies must 

turn themselves into attractive modern employers, who differentiate from the mass by 

up-to-date way of leading the business: by giving the power to those who are the real 

experts, and by turning error-free operations into error desired operations. Employers 

need to be fast in movements, agile in operations and ready to turn the ship when 

needed.  
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All the above is not easily reached, brave leaders are needed, who have the courage to 

lead differently, in other words, it requires an extensive change in the culture of the com-

pany. It is a long-term project, that requires resolution and a solid decision to challenge 

the conventional way of managing companies.  

7.3 Thesis Evaluation 

The objective of this Thesis was to develop a generic Strategy implementation handbook 

for small and medium sized IT companies. The outcome of the Thesis was a structured 

handbook with instructions on how to implement strategy systematically and success-

fully. Consequently, the objective and the outcome are in synchrony and proves that the 

study is rigorous. The data collection, as well as analysis of best practice revealed that 

strategy formulation and implementation are difficult to separate, as essential part of the 

implementation is involving people in the strategy formulation. Hence, the final outcome 

of this Thesis contained more formulation of strategy than anticipated in the beginning of 

the study.  

To ensure the high quality of the Thesis outcome and valid, rigorous and reliable contents 

multiple methods are used. The research design is built considering validity and reliability 

to achieve improved logic and reliability (Yin 2009: 26). According to Yin (2009: 30-34), 

three aspects need to be considered to ensure validity of data: construct validity, internal 

validity and external validity.  

Construct validity is verified by using manifold sources, such as in-depth interviews and 

group interviews. To increase validity, the sources for this Theses have been selected 

carefully, two case companies have been used and both C- and O-level interviewees 

have been interviewed. All interviewees received field notes for review and amendments. 

The initial version of Strategy implementation handbook was presented to all interview-

ees as well as to a specialist for the chosen leadership method, for evaluation. Based on 

these comments the Handbook was finalized. The internal validity of this Thesis is en-

sured by two approaches: first, the clear formulation of the business challenge that this 

Thesis is solving. And second, the research design that aims to build a Strategy imple-

mentation handbook utilizing case research approach combined with qualitative re-
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search. The external validity tells how easily the findings are transferable to other con-

text, which has been the core idea when formulating the general handbook that can be 

used by SME IT companies (Quinton and Smallbone 2006: 129). 

The detailed description on sub-section 5.3 how the analysis of best practice and existing 

knowledge was turned into the outline of the Strategy implementation handbook proves 

the validity of the Thesis. Moreover, the extensive use of direct quotes also proves for its 

part the validity of the Thesis. The limited number of interviewees was compensated with 

extensive number of high quality literature sources.  

Reliability means transparency and objectivity, reliability indicates if the same results 

would be reached if the study repeated or if the researcher would be changed (Quinton 

and Smallbone 2006: 129-130). Triangulation ensured reliability by using several differ-

ent research methods to get same answers from various sources, such as a question-

naire, interviews and literature review (Quinton and Smallbone 2006: 132). The primary 

data collected for this study was gathered from the informants during several months 

and the data is clearly visible in field notes and the findings are linked to the data col-

lected. The researcher bias was avoided by giving the informants the questions before-

hand and giving them the opportunity to answer as openly as possible, the researched 

just asked questions in a neutral way and reported what was said. To avoid misunder-

standing the researcher often repeated what was written in the field notes during the 

interview. 

Presenting information in Figures and Tables ensures that the reader knows where the 

information originated from, forming a clear chain of evidence which, together with care-

ful documentation of each step of the research, improved the reliability of the research. 

However, as the key stakeholders participated in the development of the Strategy imple-

mentation handbook outline as well as on the final version of the Handbook, the reliability 

of and replicability of the study improved considerably. 

This Thesis fulfils logic requirements of an academic work, each Section bases system-

atically on previous Section’s findings. The findings from the strategy implementation 

practices are turned into conceptual framework with the help of existing knowledge and 

best practice of strategy implementation. The conceptual framework is turned into logical 

outline of the handbook which is the foundation of the Strategy implementation hand-

book, which is clearly visible on the tables. The Handbook is logical as each page follows 
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the same pattern throughout the whole handbook. The general instructions are first, fol-

lowed by working methods and change management practices. Furthermore, the facili-

tator’s tasks are described on each Handbook page as well as the outcome of each step. 

The findings of the Thesis, i.e. the Strategy implementation handbook is easy to replicate 

in different SME IT companies, as the contents of the strategy is formulated by the per-

sonnel of the company. The handbook only provides process, structure and tools with 

comprehensive instructions to run strategy work. The data for this research was gathered 

from reliable sources that are key stakeholders for the issue in hand. The data was trans-

parent and objective, making this Thesis trustworthy and reliable.  

7.4 Closing Words 

The objective of this Thesis was to develop a generic Strategy implementation handbook 

for SME IT companies. The final handbook helps companies in strategy work and to 

cope with the changing world. The new ways to manage talented employees and espe-

cially to be attractive as an employer, will be crucial issue in the future, when competition 

of the best work force get tougher.  

I am truly fascinated by Jim Whitehurst and his state-of-the-art ideas of leading Red Hat. 

Moreover, am I extremely grateful to Katariina Holmgren from Red Hat Nordics, who 

used hours after hours to give the insight of how Red Hat in practice turns their innovative 

ideas into every-day operations. She gave interviews, evaluated my Handbook, com-

mented my texts, and provided valuable tips how to improve the Thesis as well as the 

Handbook during my whole trip from initial idea to finished Strategy implementation 

handbook – I am forever thankful to you Katariina!   

The management ideas this Thesis contain are not widely spread yet, but I am truly 

convinced that these ideas will conquer the world. It will be captivating to see how the 

change happens.  
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