SYNTEGRITY

TEAM MISALIGNMENT:
THE SILENT KILLER

WHY EXECUTION STALLS
OR FAILS

97%

of senior leaders surveyed report they
have clear understanding of company
priorities

However, only

28%

of managers and employees can
successfully list them

Source:MIT Sloan, "No One Knows Your Strategy", 2018
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SUMMARY

Misalignment will derail organizational
success in just about anything important.
Based on 3 independent studies dating from 2018 to 2019,
just over a quarter of executives and middle managers in
the 124 organizations they studied could list three of their
company’s top strategic priorities.

97%
of senior leaders surveyed
are over-estimating alignment
within their teams

but only

1/3
of leaders charged
with executing strategy couldn't
even list ONE key priority

The problem of alignment, according to the HBR authors, “is so persistent that a body of research
has emerged to describe it”.

In this paper, we will provide five key leadership principles and five

actionable steps that any leader or leadership team can take to systematically build alignment - not
just at the highest levels of the organization, but across its breadth and depth – right up-front,
during the process of developing strategy. Not after.

Source(s):
MIT Sloan Management Review , No One Knows Your
Harvard Business Review, Unite Your Team, 2018.
Harvard Business Review , A Simple Way To Get Your

Strategy, 2018.

Leadership Team Aligned, 2019.
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WHEN YOU NEED YOUR TIRES ALIGNED, HIRE
AN AUTO MECHANIC. WHEN YOU NEED YOUR
TEAM ALIGNED, ONLY YOU AND YOUR TEAM
CAN DO THE JOB.
Read the management or leadership books and articles, listen to the
experts, and peruse their guidance on how to ensure your
organization succeeds in anything important – and somewhere
within that guidance you will find an emphasis on the importance of
alignment: Alignment of goals; alignment of mission, vision,
purpose and values; alignment on strategy, on how to grow, on how
to transform, on how to take out cost; alignment at the leadership
level; alignment across teams and business units...

Alignment is one of those keys that can unlock sustained
organizational success on anything. Conversely, misalignment, is a
sure way to kill any imperative, draining the energy, passion, and
momentum of the people involved.

Nobody debates whether or not alignment is important. Companies

Alignment
naturally erodes
over time

study it. Research firms publish on it. Leaders need to crack it.

Unfortunately, by and large, alignment is elusive and very difficult to
sustain over time. That’s why studies like No One Knows Your
Strategy – Not Even Your Top Leaders, from MIT Sloan uncover
alarming statistics like:

“Most organizations fall far short when it comes to strategic
alignment: Our analysis of 124 organizations revealed that only
28% of executives and middle managers responsible for
executing strategy could list three of their company’s top
priorities.”
The problem is that ‘alignment’ is a human attribute, and thus

Alignment is
personal,
complex, and
requires a
mindset

inherently very hard to get right. Aligning the tires on a car is a
mechanical process because a car is a machine; aligning a group of
people is not a mechanical process, because groups of people are
not a machine; they are a complex system. You should not expect
that there is a mechanical way to quickly and reliably develop
alignment.
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MISALIGNMENT: THE
SILENT KILLER

In an HBR article, A Simple Way to Get Your Leadership Team Aligned on
Strategy, the authors relate this scenario:

“Imagine you call a leadership team meeting to gauge how important the
team feels digital transformation is to the company. Would anyone dare say it
is not a strategic imperative, even if they privately thought it wasn’t? The
meeting ends with seemingly clear agreement that digital transformation is
mission critical. But what happens after the meeting, when the person tasked
to lead digital transformation asks team members to nominate people to work
on the effort? All too frequently, everyone says they can’t spare their scarce
resources. Everyone in the meeting publicly agreed with the direction. But
when it came time to allocate resources, the apparent agreement turned into
active resistance.”

A lack of alignment will waylay even the best laid plans.
Misalignment is often why apparent consensus doesn’t
translate into execution.

Overt, passionate disagreement and clearly polarized views are better than
silent misalignment, in that you know what you’re dealing with. That’s why in
articles like this one, “Expose misalignments” makes the top of the list in
terms of how to build alignment. “Establish common ground”, likewise, clearly
makes sense as the next step once you’ve surfaced where everybody stands.

Setting aside the question of how to actualize progress from silent
misalignment, to exposed misalignment, to common ground,
first note that when it comes to dealing with the human dynamics involved,
making progress becomes an exponentially larger task as the group grows.
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LARGE GROUPS PROVE
CHALLENGING TO ALIGN
Alignment becomes an exponentially larger task as the group being
aligned grows.

In a group of ‘n’ people, there are (nxn-1)/2 connections amongst
those people. In a group of 5, that’s 10 connections. In a group of
10, that’s 45 connections. In a group of 40, that’s 780 connections.
That means that in a group of ‘n’ people, there are

(nxn-1)/2

pairs of people between whom misalignment might exist and for
whom common ground must be found.

So, one factor in getting a handle on the magnitude of the
alignment task is to look at the number of people to be aligned.
Another factor is the nature of the challenge or opportunity around
which you’re seeking alignment:

What’s at stake?
How long have there been differences of opinion?
How disparate are the views and how entrenched are they?
How many options exist?
How much is known versus unknown?

These essential questions, what’s the nature of the challenge and
how many people need to be aligned on it, have a direct link to
each other through an axiom from systems science called

of Requisite Variety.

The Law
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THE LAW OF REQUISITE VARIETY AND
IMPLICATIONS FOR ALIGMENT
Ashby’s Law, also known as The Law of Requisite Variety, states that “Only Variety
Destroys Variety”, which essentially means that leaders who are trying to solve a
multidimensional challenge must be as multidimensional as the challenge. That’s only
possible by tapping into a broad and deep variety of people who have the combined
knowledge, experience, and expertise to match the complexity, and whose buy-in is
essential for execution.

When a challenge is relatively small, with only a few moving parts, Ashby’s Law says
that the variety of people needed to be involved in solving it will be relatively small.
And that means a relatively small number of people to align.

As the challenge grows, the number of moving parts, inter-dependencies, and facets
to be considered all grow as well – which means the group of solvers must grow,
meaning more people must align, meaning an exponentially bigger task of alignment
(because (nxn-1)/2 is an exponential equation, not a linear one).

If the challenge is figuring out what caterer to hire for the next office party, only a
few people are needed, and the job of getting them aligned is pretty
straightforward. If the challenge is figuring out how to accelerate the growth of a
global multinational, the complexity is much higher, as is the number of people who
must be aligned around the game plan, and suddenly you’re dealing with much
higher-order alignment challenge.

Requisite Variety
Diagram
In order to deal wholly with a
multi-dimensional issue, the
people solving for it must be
as multi-dimensional as your
problem.
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LEADERS & THE
ALIGNMENT MINDSET
As a leader, success in getting your team aligned starts with you, and the need
for you to adopt the right mindset as expressed in these principles:

1.

Alignment doesn’t mean agreement with your opinion or your view.

If you are

seeking genuine alignment, you have to be open to the idea that your position
may be wrong.

2.

Alignment requires the suspension of preconceived notions, assumptions, and
biases, which may mean significant movement for several people, including you
and maybe especially you. Start by assuming you don’t know what you don’t
know and go from there. You and your team will need time to let go of their
frustrations, their beliefs, their ideas (and so on); will need to listen to each
other better than they usually do; will need time and space to adapt their
thinking; and they’ll need to see that you’re doing the same, even more so.

3.

Alignment is not blind obedience; to seek alignment you must first answer the
question “alignment on what?”

Teams can’t be forced to align and can easily

believe they’re aligned on a misaligned view of the problem. Getting to
alignment on a solution has to start with getting to alignment on the problem
being solved.

4.

Alignment lies in the realm of the human experience; genuine alignment on
something requires a human experience. You can’t reach genuine alignment via
email, over the phone or even over a video conference. You can’t do it in one
quick meeting. There’s too much missing versus how people interact when they’re
face-to-face for a good amount of time. You can’t reach genuine alignment
without engagement and friction. You can’t expect that the usual setting and
the usual behaviors will get the usual suspects to the extraordinary state of
being aligned.

5.

Genuine alignment is worth the extra effort. Deep and durable team alignment
up-front saves a lot of resistance, confusion, conflict and churn downstream.
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RIGHT APPROACH FOR DEEP
ENGINEERED ALIGNMENT

SUCCESS
starts with
requisite variety,
many-to-many connectivity,

To solve anything complex while achieving genuine
alignment amongst a critical mass of people, you
need a process that starts with shared clarity on the
problem to be solved and leverages requisite variety,
a many-to-many network model and a collisional
process to get to answers that people believe in, fast.

and a collisional process
that fuels deep, durable alignment

Fast means 2-3 days of meeting time, not months, to
get a requisite variety group aligned and bought-in to
a tight set of recommendations that can be
translated into a successful action plan.

Syntegration is a proven collisional process

91%
Syntegration Participants
believe that their organization has
a better understanding of the

engineered to accelerate the development of
solutions, alignment and execution. It is used by
leaders who understand they are grappling with a
central challenge and have reached a point where
clarity is missing, alignment is absent, and execution
is off course.

barriers to overcome and greater
clarity on the priorities to be
addressed

The key to a Syntegration is the involvement of all the
right people for just a few days, developing a shared
understanding of the problem and alignment around
solutions that they all believe in: Misalignments
exposed; Common ground established; Understanding
of the problem and the way forward shared by all;
Execution plan developed and committed to.

Participants come away from just a few days together
with a shared understanding of the issues and
genuine alignment around what has to happen to
overcome them, In a fraction of the time and at a
fraction of the cost of other approaches.
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GOOD INTENTIONS ARE
NOT ENOUGH
Today’s leaders that have complex challenges to solve with large teams will not be
able to move fast or execute successfully if their teams do not have deep, durable
alignment.

Misalignment comes in many shapes and sizes and results in a lack of understanding,
commitment, and follow-through. Whether misalignment is due to bias, stubbornly
clinging to views, rushing to action without full agreement,

or overtly or inadvertently

applying pressure to comply, the results will be a poor execution on the plan.

We engineer alignment and action at
defining moments.
We partner with our clients to deliver a Syntegration which engineers deep, durable
alignment in a remarkably short period of time. It is a collisional process based in
systems science, that addresses the requisite variety needed to address the breadth of
a successful transformation - across your entire business.

A Syntegration orchestrates thousands of high-speed, high-quality, high-impact
collisions, in about 2 days.

See our CLIENT IMPACT section on our website to learn more about how we accelerate
our clients on the path to results.

Source(s):
MIT Sloan Management Review , No One Knows Your
Harvard Business Review, Unite Your Team, 2018.
Harvard Business Review , A Simple Way To Get Your

Strategy, 2018.

Leadership Team Aligned, 2019.
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