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Mike Sanderson is a managing partner in The
INSIGHT Group, a process-driven best prac-
tices and skills-transfer management consult-
ing firm focused on helping clients develop high-
growth services businesses. Prior to joining The
INSIGHT Group, Mike had attained more than
35 years of business management experience,
having held senior management and profes-
sional positions in sales, account management,
quality, human resources, and leadership-ex-
ecutive development at IBM. With INSIGHT, he
is practice leader for Organizational Effective-
ness and Leadership Alignment. He consults
services businesses on methods and processes
to improve organizational effectiveness and ef-
ficiency and on analyzing and aligning culture,
strategy, leadership, management, structure, and
processes. For more information, contact Mike
at msanderson@insight-group.com, or visit
www.insight-group.com.
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Getting Your Professional
Services Business on a
Level Playing Field
Leadership Alignment:
A Critical Success Factor—Part 1

By Mike Sanderson

B uilding and enabling a col-
laborative, customer-fo-
cused services business
starts at the top. In environ-

ments lacking leadership alignment,
we often see conflict, suboptimized
performance, and talent degradation
driven by parochial interests, problems
with ownership (of, for example, the
customer, resources, skills, and bud-
gets), and a lack of clear processes,
roles, and responsibilities.

“I never could figure out why we had
such uneven support for our services
initiative. We had done solid customer
research, we knew what our custom-
ers wanted and needed, and we had
gained real headway by completing
several deals very profitably, plus had
more signed up. Yet, in an environment
where growth had slowed in the tradi-
tional product markets, we were never
on a level playing field and couldn’t
get any internal traction.”

Senior Services Executive
Large Product Company

Is this a case of “no respect” due
to inadequate offerings or a reflection
on an executive who is considered
weak? Or is this a case of corporate
politics, broken processes or systems,
or poor fit with the stated product strat-
egy? Any one of these factors can cra-
ter new initiatives, and in most cases,
it’s not about any one factor, but rather
the alignment of several factors.

Business Alignment
“Strategic business alignment repre-
sents the capability of an organization
to coordinate the activities of all of its
components for the purpose of achiev-
ing its strategic objectives. It is
grounded in a shared vision and com-
mon understanding—as well as own-
ership by all stakeholders—of what the
organization wants to achieve and
why.” (The Conference Board, 2003).

Business alignment is sometimes
referred to as coherence or congru-
ence, and there are many models de-
picting the elements (components and
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activities) that must be coordinated or
integrated to achieve alignment. The
key elements—e.g., customers, strat-
egy, people, culture, structure (orga-
nization), processes—vary in each
model, but the essence is the same,
and the key activities in running a suc-
cessful business must be viewed ho-
listically and coordinated purpose-
fully. While this may be obvious and
easily defined, it is very difficult to
achieve. Why?

Traditional product-based com-
panies, with a “product” make-sell-
deliver heritage, typically have a cul-
ture firmly rooted in hierarchical com-
mand and control, which makes cross-
functional alignment (a requirement
for professional services units) diffi-
cult in today’s complex, competitive,
fast-moving environment. Second,
though not less important, is the issue
of leadership. Corporate strategic
alignment cannot be accomplished
without committed and aligned lead-
ership at all levels of the business.

Business Culture
and Alignment
Business culture is system of shared
beliefs, values, customs, and behav-
iors that the members of a company
use to relate with their customers and
with one another and that are trans-
mitted from generation to generation
through learning.

Corporate culture often is defined

as “the way we do things
around here.” The way in
which you do things has
an enormous influence on
alignment, on strategy ex-
ecution, on overall orga-
nizational effectiveness,
and on performance. Cul-
ture is one of the four pri-
mary management prac-

tices cited in What (Really) Works: The
4+2 Formula for Sustained Business
Success (Joyce, Nohria, Roberson,
Harper Business). The enabling, perfor-
mance-based culture that the authors
describe in the book is based on inspir-
ing your workforce to do their best, re-
warding achievement, creating a posi-
tive work environment, and establish-
ing and abiding by clear values.

If your real (vs. aspirational) val-
ues or your rewards structures support
individualistic, siloed, hierarchical, or
inward-focused behaviors when (for
example) your services business needs
collaborative, dynamic resource shar-
ing, shared leadership, and outwardly
focused behaviors, then life can be dif-
ficult, and results may be lacking. Your
culture can enable, or it can restrain; it
can make alignment possible, or it can
make it virtually impossible. It can help
you to achieve your strategic goals, or
it can make a mess out of a perfectly
reasonable, on-target strategy. The key
is to fully understand the culture you
have vs. the culture you need in order
to execute your strategy and then pur-
posefully change what needs to be
changed. Because your current culture
was developed over many years,
changing that culture requires com-
pletely committed and aligned execu-
tive leadership.

Leadership and Alignment
“If you cry, ‘Forward!’ you must with-

out fail make plain in what direction
to go.”

Anton Chekhov

Leadership at the top of the busi-
ness sets the mission or purpose; builds
a vision; adopts guiding principles; de-
cides the business design; devises and
promulgates strategy; assigns process
ownership; sets structure, operational
parameters, and measurements; and
influences the corporate culture—all
elements of strategic alignment. In the
old command-and-control environ-
ment, top leadership could decide, dic-
tate, and expect the hierarchy to carry
out its wishes.

Today’s competitive environ-
ment—particularly in a services busi-
ness or in a combined product and ser-
vices business—requires flexibility,
rapid response, decision making close
to the customer, and rapid allocation and
deployment of resources. It requires
multilevel involvement with the creation
of vision and strategy, and further, it
requires clear, consistent communica-
tion of purpose throughout all levels of
the business—where we are going, how
we will get there, and what we must do
collectively and individually.

Moving Forward
The benefits of gaining sustained align-
ment in your business are enormous,
both to the bottom line and to the over-
all effectiveness of your organization.
In order to move forward, you’ll need
to assess where you are today and then,
if necessary, put a plan in place for
improving your alignment posture.

Stay tuned to the next issue of
Sbusiness, where Part 2 of this article
will address how to assess your cur-
rent environment and cover a pathway
to alignment, which will include a
methodology for getting there. ▼

Business culture is system of shared
beliefs, values, customs, and behaviors
that the members of a company use
to relate with their customers and
with one another and that are
transmitted from generation to
generation through learning.
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