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When Great Plans Stay on the Shelf:
Operationalizing Strategy.
The gap between knowing what to do and actually doing it every day.
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The newsletter for leaders who want strategic vision tied directly to the machines on the floor.

The Plan vs. The Process: Diagnosing the Drift

A strategy is not a document; it is an operating system.

I have seen dozens of manufacturing plants where leadership spent months crafting a "strategic
roadmap" that was polished to perfection and bound in high-quality leather. These plans were ambitious,
clearly articulated, and perfectly aligned with the company's three-year goals. Then, they were placed on
a shelf—metaphorically or literally—and the organization went back to its daily routine.

This is the gap between having a plan and actually executing it. A strategy that stays in your head or on
a slide deck isn’t a strategy; it is an aspiration. True strategy is only realized when it manifests as a
change in behavior at the machine level. It must be woven into the daily routine of the operator, the shift
lead, and the floor supervisor.

When we see "drift," it happens because the plan was never integrated into the work. If a worker on the
line doesn’t know how their specific task contributes to the overarching goal, they will naturally revert
to the path of least resistance—the way things were done before the meeting happened. We must move



from seeing strategy as something that happens in a boardroom to viewing it as an operational
discipline. To do this, we need Hoshin Kanri: a method for ensuring that high-level goals are translated
into daily actions, so they don't just sit on a shelf while the real work is ignored.

Why Strategy Fails Before It Starts (The X-Matrix Trap)

Many leaders believe their strategy failed because of "lack of commitment" or "poor communication."
These are soft answers for hard problems. Usually, the failure is structural: it is what I call The
Translation Gap.

A common mistake is treating a strategic goal as something that can be handed down like an order rather
than something that must be built from the ground up through dialogue. When leadership issues a
mandate without defining how it changes the specific tasks of a technician, they are creating a vacuum.
The middle management layer then tries to fill that vacuum with "activity" instead of "results." They
hold more meetings and create more reports because they don't have a clear path for their teams to
follow.

The X-Matrix is often used as a tool here, but it can become a trap if misused. It shouldn't be just
another grid for executives to fill out during an offsite retreat. If the logic of the X-Matrix doesn’t flow
down into the specific metrics and tasks that govern a shift's success, then the "alignment" is just a
shared hallucination. True alignment means that when a supervisor looks at their tier board in the
morning, they see exactly how today’s output contributes to next year’s goal. If there is no clear line of
sight from the shop floor back up to the executive suite, the strategy has already failed before it ever
reached the floor.

What Happens When Strategy Is Treated Like Theory

When a company treats its goals as abstract concepts rather than operational requirements, they pay a
heavy price in wasted motion and eroded morale. They end up running "busy" programs that have no
impact on quality or throughput because the people doing the work don't know what to prioritize when
things go wrong.

The cost of this disconnect is often hidden until it becomes catastrophic—a failed product launch, a
missed safety goal, or a sudden realization that the team has been working toward three different
priorities simultaneously. We can break down these costs into two categories:

The Comfort_able
Rationalization

The Underlying Reality

"We aren't focused enough." The work is not tied to specific, measurable targets on the floor.

"The team needs more training." The standard work doesn't include the new strategic objectives.

"Communication broke down." There was no mechanism for 'Catchball' or two-way feedback.



The Comfort_able
Rationalization

The Underlying Reality

"We just need more resources." Resources are being diverted to non-essential activities because goals aren't
prioritized.

The result is a culture of "firefighting." When everyone is trying to put out the fires that arise from
poorly defined priorities, no one has the time or energy to build the fireproof structure of an integrated
strategy. The organization becomes exhausted by its own lack of focus.

Embedding Goals into Daily Work (The Hoshin Kanri System)

To bridge the gap between a "good idea" and "daily execution," we must treat strategic goals as part of
our manufacturing process—meaning they need to be documented, communicated, and audited just like
a torque spec or an oven temperature.

Here is how you move from theory to operation:

1. Define the North Star: Start with three to five high-level "Hoshin" (policies) for the year.
These must be ambitious but clear enough that anyone on the floor can understand them in one
sentence.

2. The Catchball Process: This is not a top-down mandate. It is an exchange. Management
presents the goal; the supervisors suggest how to change their processes to meet it;
management provides the resources for those changes. This dialogue ensures the plan is
actually feasible at the point of production.

3. Deploy via the X-Matrix: Use the matrix not as a chart, but as a mapping tool. It connects
high-level goals to specific projects, and then—crucially—to the people responsible for them.
If a goal doesn't have a project assigned to it, no one is doing it.

4. Integrate into Standard Work: This is where most companies fail. A strategy must be
written into the daily logs. If "reducing waste" is a goal, then the daily production report
should include a line item for scrap. It shouldn't be something you discuss once a month; it
should be something you measure every hour.

5. Establish Escalation Paths: Define exactly what happens when a metric falls out of range. If
we are pursuing a strategic goal and hit a roadblock, the team needs to know who to call and
how to pivot immediately without waiting for the next monthly meeting.

Three Things to Check On Your Next Gemba Walk

The ultimate test of whether your strategy is "living" or just sitting on a shelf is what you see when you
walk the line. During your next Gemba walk, don't look at the corporate posters; look at the work. Ask
yourself these three questions:

1. Is the local metric connected to the global goal? Look at the tier boards and production logs. If an
operator is tracking their output or quality, can they explain how that number helps achieve the



company’s primary goals for the year? If they say "I just do what I'm told," you have a translation
problem.

2. Is the team doing the right work or just visible work? Sometimes teams will create complex
reports and attend many meetings because it looks like progress to management. This is often a mask for
a lack of clear direction. If they are spending 30% of their time on "reporting" but only 70% on the core
process, your strategy isn't embedded; it’s being performed as an extra task.

3. Is there evidence of proactive adjustment? When a problem occurs—a machine goes down or a
part is out of spec—does the team refer back to their goals to decide how to react? If they are just
"making it work" for today, they aren't following a strategy; they are practicing survival. A robust
system uses the goal as the compass for every decision made in the moment of failure.

Practical Checklist for Operationalizing Strategy

To move your organization from abstract planning to concrete execution, begin implementing these six
steps this week:

Audit Your Current Metrics: List the top five metrics measured on the shop floor daily. If
any of them do not directly support a primary strategic goal, remove them or replace them
with something that does.

Define Decision Rights: Clearly document who has the authority to make changes when a
metric falls out of spec. Don't let "waiting for approval" become a reason for deviating from
your strategy.

Map Your Project Pipeline: Create a visual board where every project currently being
worked on by the team is linked to one specific Hoshin goal. If it doesn't link, stop doing it
immediately.

Establish 'Catchball' Cadence: Schedule 15-minute "translation" meetings between
department heads and floor leads twice weekly to discuss how current work aligns with the
quarterly goals.

Simplify Your Communication: Take your high-level strategy and distill it into three "rules
of thumb" that a new hire can understand on day one. If you can't explain it simply, you
haven't mastered it yet.

Formalize the Review Loop: Every month, don't just review production numbers; review
"Strategy Progress." Ask: Did our actions this month move us closer to our long-term goals?

Call to Action

Where in your operation is strategy currently failing? Share this with a colleague who needs to bridge
that gap.
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Stay curious, stay improving,

David Rodgers
SixSigmaKaizen.com
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