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A business where all the business functions are not pulling in the same 
direction will be sub-optimal. Inefficiencies and lost opportunities will arise 
when there is a mis-alignment of goals.   

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

As business leaders grow their businesses, they are faced with the problem of 
natural entropy reducing the effectiveness of an organization. Inefficiency 
and ineffectiveness can easily creep in when the business is totally focused 
upon operational issues. What is needed is a system that supports 
operational issues and checks that the whole business is engaged on the same 
strategy and that the strategy it is engaged upon is correct. If not, the 
business will continue to pursue the wrong strategy or execute poorly upon 
the right one. The net result is that the business will lose money.  

Keeping track of strategic goals and monitoring how engaged your business is 
therefore very important. This paper describes what the main pit-falls are of 
mis-alignment and describes some techniques to help ensure the business is 
effective and successful. 
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WHERE ARE BUSINESSES INEFFECTIVE 

A product business needs to create a proposition that not only addresses 
customer’s needs but ensure the customer is aware of it. In short, a product 
that is well marketed and is delivered on a solid feature base by an effective 
sales team. The company also needs to be agile and responsive to their 
customers. This means they need to be able to predict customer pain now and 
in the future, and come up with a great solution. 

 

However, it is unreasonable for an R&D team to predict future requirements 
in isolation. It is also important that the business remains flexible and can 
change when market conditions change or opportunities arise. What is 
required is a constant and open debate across all the functions in a business 
to ensure they remain focused on the customer and the company strategy. If 
not, they are not giving themselves the best chance to be successful. 

 

However, there is a tendency within most organizations for departments to 
get into their own trenches, as they are given a set of specific and not 
necessarily aligned targets. These targets tend to build barriers and these 
barriers build negative conflict.  For example, the sales teams say they have 
not made target because the marketing team don’t produce enough qualified 
leads. Or, even “the development team not understanding why the sales 
teams don’t just ‘sell it’”.  

 

In general, if the departments of a business are not working together (or 
aligned) the business will be sub-optimal. Here are a few of the area’s that 
businesses become ineffective in (due to mis-alignment): 
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1. The development team builds features that are not relevant to the 
target market. 

2. Hidden features in the product are not converted to benefit 
statements because the marketing team did not know they existed or 
were planned. 

3. The executive makes incorrect strategy decisions as their view of the 
market is flawed. 

4. Sales team fails to win a deal because it does not understand that a 
current benefit exists. 

5. Development team are prioritizing the wrong feature list because 
they have no input from the sales and marketing teams. 

6. The wrong features are developed because of an overwhelming and 
uncontrolled demand from the sales team. 

7. The development teams are over engineering some features, as they 
are not aware of the current performance of the business. 

8. The development team focuses on the wrong features, as they do not 
understand the company’s strategy. 

9. The development team feels dis-engaged with the business as they 
only have visibility of development tasks. 

10. Departmental targets reduce trust between departments and 
encourage personal protection over company benefit. 

11. The wrong thing gets built; even though people know it’s the 
wrong thing but figure it’s not their responsibility. 

12. No one cares about what is being built and staff attrition rises. 
13. The business is not somewhere people want to be. It’s just not any 

fun. 

 

 

A lot of the problems therefore tend to come from their being a lack of 
communication, trust and shared direction.  In these situations, the business 
is not aligned. 



Business Alignment 5 

 

FUNCTIONAL DEPARTMENTS 

We will use the term functional departments (FD) to group people together.  
This model will work for bigger organizations were people are associated with 
one department or with small organizations where people wear many hats. 

 

The function of a business is to create a profit, without one there is no 
business. However, to create a profit you need a compelling proposition that 
adds value to your customers.  You also need a purpose that guides the 
company across many years of trading. This purpose is often backed up by a 
strategy. This strategy is often backed up by strategic objectives.  

 

Therefore, you need a system that ties the FD’s of a company together in an 
aligned shared direction which embraces the customers, strategy, proposition 
and purpose. The system needs to be able to respond to new information 
(market changes, trading position, pivots etc.) in a rapid and flexible fashion. 
These FD’s will ultimately have responsibility for various outcomes we 
discuss later. The four departments are Executive, Sales, Marketing and 
Development. 

 

If the departments of a business are not aligned then optimal performance 
can never be achieved.  Apart from the obvious short term financial pain on 
targets the particular the problems that will arise are: 

IF EXECUTIVE NOT ALIGNED 

 

• Strategic goals will not be met. 
• Optimal fiscal performance will never be achieved. 
• Motivation levels and efficiency will be sub-optimal. 
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IF MARKETING NOT ALIGNED 

 

• Features available in the product may not be converted into benefit 
statements resulting in lost opportunities. 

• Sales team cannot connect customer pain to product benefit. 
• R&D teams prioritize the wrong features. 

 

IF SALES NOT ALIGNED 

 

• The wrong messages will be delivered to the market. 
• Important features will not be prioritized. 
• Closed leads will die and not be re-nurtured. 

 

IF R&D NOT ALIGNED 

 

• It will build the wrong features. 
• They will over engineer in the wrong places. 
• Product innovations will not be known in the marketplace. 

 

Apart from the functional areas above there is a real danger that silos will 
build in the business if not aligned. This could very easily lead to a loss of 
motivation and true excitement and indeed higher recruitment costs. 
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HOW DO WE FIX IT 

To fix the problem, or at least reduce it, we will first look to see how aligned a 
business is.  

 

What does the business look like in this model. 

 

 

We assume that admin, HR, Accounts (travel etc.) are all supporting units of 
the main functional departments. These will tend to be baked into the cost 
base of most organizations and the normal controls can be used. So, for the 
sake of simplification these can be thought of as integral parts of the four 
main FD’s. 
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Again, to further simplify the model we will break the outputs of the FD’s in 
terms of simplified outcomes and responsibilities. There are four functional 
outcomes (FO). 

These are:  

Strategic Objectives: What strategy is the business following to achieve 
uniqueness from competitors? 

Current Performance: What is the current operating performance of the 
business. How is the business doing against plan? 

Next Release: What is coming out in the next release of the product. 
Business needs to be agile. 

Customer Benefits Messages: What are the benefits of the product being 
described to the market. This is how the outside world sees you. This is how 
you will open dialogues between customers and prospects. 

 

In this model, we will put responsibility for each of the outcome areas with 
one department but understand that they affect the others. 

 

RESPONSIBILITY 

Note, when we are looking at business alignment, the functional department 
(FD) that has responsibility for a particular outcome should be 100% aligned 
to it. 

The executive is responsible for strategic objectives. These are the team 
that creates a strategy (which fits within company purpose) to create 
competitive advantage. Their job is to create this compelling vision and also 
ensure that the other teams are engaged and invigorated by it. 
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The sales function is responsible for current performance. We know the 
sales team does not have control of the bottom line but for simplicity we are 
focusing of the top line here. The function of the management of costs is 
relatively simple and well-understood process of controlling forecasts, P&L 
and cash, this process can add no more to these functions. However, an 
aligned business will lose less money in the first place and will have a higher 
chance of achieving and exceeding the top line. So, we put the responsibility 
of the short-term current performance with sales. 

 

The development team is responsible for ultimate control of what comes 
out in the next product release. The functions are of course dramatically 
affected by all the other functions in the business. 

 

The marketing function is responsible for the creation of customer 
benefit messages. This is primarily the view the external world has of the 
business and does of course have a dramatic effect on the generation of 
pipeline. 

 

AFFECT 

 

In an aligned business, every FD in the business has an effect on every other.  
For the business to be efficient it is useful to see how effective each FD is at 
positively affecting the others. To map this out we produce a simple matrix to 
work out how aligned a business currently is and what actions should we 
take to improve alignment. 
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MAPPING ALIGNMENT 

A useful exercise, particularly to get started is to perform an alignment 
diagnostic. The alignment diagnostic is a tool which looks at the various 
functions within a business and determines how aligned they are. It is 
possible using this tool to get a visual mapping of the four functional 
departments and the four functional objectives to see how aligned they are. 
From this we can make the necessary changes to the governance of a 
business to improve its chances of success. We call this map the magic 
square. 

THE MAGIC SQUARE 

The magic square is matrix that indicates the % alignment between the 
functional departments and the functional objectives. Obviously, the FD who 
has responsibility for an FO should be 100% aligned to this. If not then this 
would be the first piece of work. For example, it is relatively common for a lot 
of business not to have a strategy at all. They will say they have one, but if 
pressed to describe how it will differentiate from competitors, it may fall 
down.  

To visualize the state of the business we map out the relationship between 
FD’s and FO’: 

 Executive Sales Marketing Development 

Strategic Objectives 100 80 20 20 

Current Performance 90 100 50 30 

Next Release 60 40 100 100 

Customer Benefits 60 70 100 60 
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The numbers are the % alignment as determined by the diagnostic. So, in 
this example, the executive is 100% aligned to the strategic objectives. That 
is, it understands fully what the strategy of the business is and what the 
objectives are to achieve the strategy. The idea of this heat-map is to give an 
easy summary of where the business is not aligned and to suggest a set of 
actions, which can be used to improve the situation.  

 

It might be useful for senior managers to have a visual representation of 
their current state. Examples of this are detailed in next section. This 
diagram would come with a set of recommendations on how to improve the 
alignment across the business. 
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APPENDIX: VISUALIZING ALIGNMENT 

 

This view is quite useful as it shows by department how aligned they are. 
Full alignment would fill the diamond, and we can see quite clearly that 
development is quite mis-aligned in this example.  
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HOW DO WE MEASURE ALIGNMENT 

Alignment is a measure of how well the FD’s of an organization understand 
the functional outcomes of the business. So, it is primarily a communications 
structure. Do you talk enough?  

A business is 100% aligned when all departments. 

• Know what the strategy of the company is. 
• Know how the company is performing. 
• What is coming out in the next release of the product. 
• What the benefits and features of the product are. 

There is no, one size fits all, answer for every organization, but measurement 
can be achieved by an alignment diagnostic, which has some set questions 
plus input from experienced facilitators.  This will give a gap analysis and a 
start point to build a framework, which increases the organizations chances 
of being successful. A main output from this will be a communications 
strategy. 
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The communications strategy needs to be optimal and agile enough to ensure 
that the smallest amount of time is actually taken up by meetings to achieve 
this. The target for an organization should be they spend no more that 5% of 
the working hours in meetings.  So how do we achieve this? 

 

COMMUNICATIONS STRATEGY 

The purpose of the communications strategy is to make strategy a main part 
of the communications! One good way of doing this is to borrow from the 
balanced scorecard approach as advocated by Kaplan and Norton in 1992 
Harvard Business Review. However, this approach may not work for all, 
particularly smaller companies. The main essence of the approach however is 
valid. That is, it is important to track strategy and not just operational 
performance. 

The purpose of the comms strategy is to ensure that all parts of the 
organization know: The strategy and strategic objectives, current fiscal 
performance, what the company is going to release next and what messages 
the company is sending out to the market.  So, the business will need a 
communications framework that achieves this. 

How do you put a framework around your business, which supports the 
constant learning and evolution of strategy? This will vary from business to 
business but it is really important to make room for the mid-term and not 
completely focus on the operational. It is very common for most meeting 
schedules to be either totally consumed by todays issues (cash flow, last 
months P&L etc.) that no room is left for forwarding the company strategy. 

I would suggest the following meeting habits as a start point to work out 
what communications strategy works for you: 
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Meeting Purpose Duration Who 

Annual 
Executive offsite 

Review previous year, 
Strategy Planning 

2 days Executive Team 

Quarterly 
Executive 

Review Quarter, review 
strategy, 

Review top 5 priorities 

1 day Executive Team 

Monthly Meeting Operations 0.5 day Executive Team 

Quarterly 
Product 
Update/Show 
Tell 

Understand current 
build strategy 

0.25 day Exec, Marketing, 
Sales, 
Development 

Quarterly 
Marketing  
Update 

What are the messages 
marketing is working 
on, what are next 
outbound campaigns 
planned 

0.25 day Exec, Marketing, 
Sales, 
Development 

Weekly Meetings Customer/Employee 
issues, cascade 
messages 

1 hour Each 
departmental 
Team 

Daily Huddle 
(coffee) 

Customers, suppliers, 
employee issues. Anyone 
stuck. 

15 minutes Each 
departmental 
team 
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The meetings should have as few people as practical in them, but the 
expectations are that those people will cascade important messages to their 
direct teams. The schedule above should be modified depending upon the size 
and locations of your current teams. 

IN CONCLUSION 

 

Mapping alignment and a good communications strategy to keep you aligned 
are essential for any business that is trying to grow. If you are a very small 
business, working out of one office, alignment and communications will be 
natural. However, once you start to grow, the biggest mistake and hurdle 
most growing firms make is to assume what worked before will keep on 
working. It won’t. 

 

These growth hurdles are common and well documented and it really makes 
sense for all organizations, big or small, to take a look around every now and 
then to ensure you are still on track.  Lassitude and bad habits are the 
downfall of many companies, even the successful ones. The good news is that, 
as they are understandable, they are treatable, so again, we ask you to ‘Stop 
losing money and start talking’. You and your team will be much the better 
for it!
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