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                  of execution fails(2).    
                     It is as simple as that.   

 
 

The result is often a wasted opportunity, lost capital, or worse.  

 70% 
The purpose of this 2021 survey is to uncover the key causes of strategy/execution failure, and 

address the key activities that drive top performance.   
Specifically for startup, small and medium-sized businesses                    
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The 2021 Survey Results:  What are the Key Predictors of Success for Small to Medium Sized Businesses (The Survey)  
  
This Survey is a publication of Execution360.  The intent of The Survey  is to provide owners and leaders of small to mid size 
organizations with insights into the key activities that, based on The Survey data and methodology, are key predictors of success. 
 
If you have any questions about the results, or how Execution360 can support your organization’s success, please contact. 
 

Execution360 
p 855-360-8759 

www.execution360.com 
info@execution360.com  

 
This report and its content will remain the exclusive property of Execution360.  The material should not be repurposed or copied 
without the express written consent of Execution360.  The material and information contained in this report is based on the 
underlying survey results and should be used for general information purposes only.  You should not rely upon the material or 
information in the report as a basis for making and business, legal or other decisions.   

Execution360 is a performance management company that helps small to medium sized 
organizations to achieve breakthrough strategy design and consistent execution.   
 
The Company is the creator of the Execution360 technology platform and 360 Co-pilot program.   
 
The Company was founded in 2014, however its underlying methods and principles have been         
operating within small and medium sized businesses since 1998.    
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“To me, ideas are worth nothing unless executed.  
They are just a multiplier.  

Execution is worth millions.”  
Steve Jobs 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 

“Those who create the strategy are often thinking about the destination,                              
particularly the opportunity and intended outcomes.  

Meanwhile, those responsible for implementation are thinking about                                              
the realities of what it will take to get there.   

Right from the start, the relationship is adversarial rather than collaborative,                        
not because of a problem with the strategy but because of a difference in thinking styles.” 

 

Harvard Business Review, Is Execution Where Good Strategies Go to Die, 11/2017 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Most Small and Medium-Sized Businesses (SMBs) are heavily impacted by challenges around strategy design and strategy execution, 
many stemming from their size, resources or time.  These items compound on a daily basis and are a key driver of performance.  In 
many instances, a failure resulting from execution can be critical.   At a minimum, it can create wasted opportunity and lost capital.  In 
reality, the failure often contributes to the fact that 50% of SMBs fail within 5 years and 70% within 10 years(1).  Even more frustrating, 
is that often that loss has nothing to do with the product, service or business model, and that the issue was correctable.    

Unfortunately, even with the amount of research that exists, 
issues with execution are a constant, and organizations that 
do not look at the best practices around execution often face 
an uphill battle.  Why causes the failure?   

 70% of strategy execution fails(2).   
It is as simple as that.   

33% People:  Team members not knowing what to do, why 
to do it, or hiding from what they are supposed to do 
 

28% Management:  Management not knowing the 
strategy, not supporting the strategy, or not rolling out the 
strategy to their team  
 

31% Visibility/Resources/Other:  Not having visibility if 
the team members have the capabilities or capacity to 
implement the strategy 

WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN HIGH AND LOW PERFORMING ORGANIZATIONS(3)?   
 

Lower performing   
Spend 83% more time fighting fires and dealing with issues 

at a tactical level, rather than at a strategic level.   

Higher performing   
Spend 54% more time setting direction, crafting a vision 

and then making a series of decisions to support it.     

     

     

5.3X 

ALIGNMENT 

STRATEGY  
DESIGN 

STRATEGY 
EXECUTION 6.1X 

CONNECTION 

5.1X 

VISIBILITY 

3.9X 

ACCOUNTABILITY 

5.2X 

ADJUSTMENTS 

6.7X 

RESEARCH 

6.4X 

CONSENSUS 

4.1X 

PLANNING 

5.4X 

CAUSE & EFFECT 

5.3X 

COMMUNICATION 

Key background 
information on 

competitors, market, 
SWOT, etc. 

Internal alignment on 
how the organization 
creates value and is 

performing 

Creating goals by 
connecting the 

mission, options and 
financial impact  

Create high value 
objectives and tactics 

by working 
backwards 

Communicate and 
align decisions and 
strategy within the 

organization 

Align strategy (goals, 
objectives, tactics) 

throughout the 
organization 

Connect strategy with 
targets, objectives 

and employee 
performance reviews 

Make strategy and 
organizational 

progress on the 
strategy visible 

Cadence and visibility 
on the key team & 
employee activities 
that deliver strategy 

Indicators and 
adjustment of 

strategy based on 
actual performance 

Key activities that impact 
organizational performance 

in strategy design and 
strategy execution 

How much better are TOP organizations vs AVERAGE organizations at these key activities? 
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It all Starts with “Intent” 
 
Top performing organizations think about, approach, and implement the strategic planning process and the 
strategy execution process much differently than average or even high performing organization.  It all starts with 
the right intent.  Implementing a proper strategy and execution process does not have to be difficult, but it does 
have to be undertaken with an earnest “INTENT TO IMPROVE” rather than just going through the motions.  
   
72% of top performing companies approach strategic planning with the right intent to improve vs. 22% which do it 
“because they are supposed to”.  Of the average performing organizations, only 19% enter with the right intent.  

INTENT 

72% 

What do Organizations Feel Should be Improved to Reach Full Potential? 
 
It does not matter if the organization is top, high or average performing; most organizations know that to achieve their full potential, 
they need to improve in strategic planning and strategy execution.  Both items are consistently in the top 3 areas that need to be 
improved, and for top performing organizations, they are top of mind at #1 and #2.  Rounding out the top 3 is talent optimization, and 
there is a clear link between how a proper strategy and execution plan can help maximize talent.   

Top Performing 
 

#1: Strategy Execution 
#2: Strategic Planning 
#3: Talent Optimization 
#4: Culture 
#5: Capital 
#6: Product/Service Offering 
#7: Communication 

High Performing 
 

#1: Strategy Execution 
#2: Talent Optimization 
#3: Strategic Planning 
#4: Culture 
#5: Product/Service Offering 
#6: Capital 
#7: Communication 

Average Performing 
 

#1: Talent Optimization 
#2: Strategy Execution 
#3: Strategic Planning 
#4: Culture 
#5: Product/Service Offering 
#6: Capital 
#7: Other 

Introduction to the 2021 Survey 
 
Small and medium-sized businesses want to succeed—plain and simple.  And while the definition of success for each organization may 
be different (i.e. growth, revenue, profit, social impact, users, etc.), they are all ultimately created to fulfill their goals.  The founding 
team at Execution360 has researched the subject of ‘performance through effective strategy design and strategy execution’ since 
2003, and this has been our key focus since 2014.   
 
What are the key activities within strategy design and strategy execution that are common among SMBs that operate with a higher or 
lower level of performance?  Which of those activities have the greatest impact?  What can be done to close the gap? When this 
survey was designed, it set out to answers those questions and provide specific actions to help influence success.  

Key Analysis  
in The 2021 Performance 

Survey of SMBs 

✓ Specific Activities in the Strategy Design and 
Strategy Execution Process that drive performance 

✓ Steps an organization can take to better  
implement the performance drivers 
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Respondent Demographics 
 
The survey focused on SMBs and had N=409 respondents which represents a general >99% reliability and >95% statistical confidence 
level.  The survey tracked demographic data including revenue/billings, business sector, corporate structure, state, and title of the 
respondent.  In the instances where the respondent base was filtered down for demographics or other reasons, the following are the 
general statistical confidence levels:  230 (99% reliability and 90% confidence), 189 (99% reliability and 85% confidence), 161 (99% 
reliability and 80% confidence, 130 (99% reliability and 75% confidence), and 120 (99% reliability and 70% confidence). 
 
The complete demographic breakdown is available in Appendix A.  The following are the top results in each category: 

 

Survey Methodology 
 
The 2021 survey focuses on two critical elements:  1) strategy design and 2) strategy execution.   
The research within each section asked questions about: 

 

Performance Groupings 
 
Within the respondent base, the survey looked to identify the key activities 
that led to a higher or lower level of performance.  Since performance levels 
and metrics can vary by organization (revenue, profit, impact, patients seen, 
etc.), respondents were asked to rank their organization’s performance on a 
scale of A through F (A = great, B = good, C = average, D = poor, F = very poor).    
 
Based on the number of responses at each level and the number that self reported D and F level performance, the results focus on 
three groupings:  Top Performing (A=great), High Performing (B=good) and Average (C,D,F = average, poor and very poor).   

Question Category  Strategy Design  Strategy Execution 

How effective is your organization within certain specific activities?  ✓   ✓  

How impactful are the specific activities to your performance?  ✓   ✓  

What is your current performance level (%)?   ✓   ✓  

What % more revenue/billings could your organization have if it was 100% effective?  ✓   ✓  

What title(s) in your organization manage the process?   ✓   ✓  

Why / How is the process done within your organization?  ✓    

What % of time is spent? Is it enough time? Is it effective time?   ✓    

What talent, tools, or technology are used in the process?  ✓   ✓  

Corporate Structure Size / Billings Primary Business Section State Title of Respondent

LLC 33% $0 - $100k 14% Manufacturing 11% California 11.83% CEO 24%

C Corp 23% $100k - $250k 9% Financial Services 9% Florida 9.25% Advisor / Consultant 18%

S Corp 13% $250k - $500k 11% Retail 9% Texas 6.68% Director, Operations 14%

Sole Proprietor 13% $500k - $1M 12% Science and Technology 9% Arizona 5.91% Board Member 5%

LLP 8% $1M - $2.5M 13% Health and Wellness 8% New York 5.66% COO 5%

Not For Profit 8% $2.5M - $5M 7% Food, Agriculture, Water and Environment 8% Georgia 5.14% CFO 4%

Misc 1% $5M - $10M 10% Economics and Business 7% North Carolina 4.11% Director, Finance 4%

$10M - $25M 8% Communications and Media 6% Pennsylvania 4.11% CMO 3%

$25M - $50M 3% Learning and Education 5% Illinois 3.86% Director, Strategy 3%

$50M - $100M 5% Automotive 5% Michigan 3.86% Board Chair 2%

>$100M 7% Distribution 4% Washington 3.86% CSO 2%

Ohio 3.60% CHRO 2%
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SUMMARY  

What are the Specific Activities that 
Impact Performance and What Steps 

can be Taken to Operate like a Top 
Performing Organization? 

Within the strategy design and strategy execution process, there 
are key activities at which top performing organizations excel vs. 

high performing and average performing organizations.   
 

This next section will summarize those items.   
 

The full survey report will go into greater details on the specific 
items and action steps. 
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RESEARCH 

6.7X 

Top organizations see “decisions are made 
without adequate information” as critical vs. 
27% of average organizations 

Key background information on 
competitors, market analysis, and 
SWOT analysis, etc. is a key 
influencer of performance.   
 
Getting the right information can 
greatly influence future decision 
making.   

5.13X 

10.3X 

60% 

SWOT Analysis (top vs. average)   

Market Analysis (top vs. average) 

How much better are top vs. average organizations What % of top performing organizations see this as critical 

CONSENSUS 

6.4X 

Top organizations see “decisions are made 
without shared/aligned information” as critical 
vs. 18% of average organizations 

Too much time can be wasted 
when team members are arguing 
with different sets of assumptions.   
 
Get on the same page with a 
cause and effect diagram that 
shows 1) how the organization 
creates value and 2) how it is 
performing in those areas—to 
simplify and improve the decision 
making process.   

7.54X 

5.40X 

28% 

Internal Alignment on how the organization creates 
value and which Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) 
are most important (top vs. average) 

Internal Understanding on the key KPIs and how 
the organization is performing in those areas 
(top vs. average) 

PLANNING 

4.2X 

Most organizations have the best 
intent, however their chosen 
plan is often insufficient.  
 
A key in the planning process is 
to work backwards.  Starting with 
the vision and mission, and then 
devise options and goals that will 
deliver within a financial plan on 
the organization’s aspirations. 

3.73X 

6.13X 

Vision and Mission Definition for the 
organization as a key point of direction (top vs. 
average) 

Develop Options and Scenarios that evaluate 
potential plans including their financial 
implications (top vs. average) 

Top organizations see “The goals and objectives 
are not adequate to advance the strategic plan” 
as critical vs. 15% of average organizations 

3.62X 

29% 

Evaluate and Prioritize Options to obtain all 
necessary information, get consensus, and 
decide (top vs. average) 
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CAUSE & EFFECT 

4.7X 

Often, the decision to implement 
certain projects is disconnected 
from the strategy itself.   
 
Like in the planning process, an 
effective method is to work 
backwards—Start with the high 
value goals, then determine the 
objectives that will achieve the 
goals, and then the projects and 
tasks that will deliver the 
objectives.      

4.90X 

6.08X 

26% 

COMMUNICATION 

5.3X 

Almost 2/3 of execution failure 
comes from employees or 
management not knowing, rolling 
out, or adhering to the plan. 
 
Clear communication that aligns 
the strategic decisions (vision, 
mission, goals, objectives, tactics) 
has the ability to reduce 
execution waste.   

5.3X 
Communicate strategy to the organization so 
everyone is on the same page, working to get 
the right result (top vs. average) 

Top organizations see “the plan won’t deliver on 
the goals and objectives” as critical vs. 18% of 
average organizations 

Formulate Objectives from the Goals by working 
backwards from the goals  (top vs. average) 

Design the Project Plan from the Objectives.  
Work backwards from the objectives to 
determine the projects (top vs. average) 

34% 
Top organizations see “decisions are not aligned 
within the organization” as critical vs. 23% of 
average organizations 

GET A QUICK COMPARISON       
OF YOUR ORGANIZATION 
AGAINST THE AGGREGATE 

SURVEY RESULTS 
 

www.execution360.com/survey-compare  

HOW DOES YOUR ORGANIZATION STACK UP AGAINST THE TOP, HIGH                                                 
AND AVERAGE PERFORMING ORGANIZATIONS in STRATEGY DESIGN?   

3.88X 
Formulate Goals on what the plan should achieve 
and that will ultimately deliver on the vision/
mission of the organization (top vs. average) 
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ALIGNMENT 

5.3X 

Misaligned strategy leads to false 
starts and wasted effort.   
 
Align the strategy (goals, 
objectives and tactics) 
throughout the organization so 
there is no possible doubt about 
what the organization intends to 
accomplish. 

5.34X 
Align Strategy Throughout the Organization so 
it is connected through people, purpose and 
process (top vs. average)   

How much better are top vs. average organizations What % of top performing organizations see this as critical 

CONNECTION 

6.1X 
Top organizations see “employees understand 
but do not adhere to the plan” as critical vs. 18% 
of average organizations 

When strategy is not connected 
to activities, it is hard to control 
what, when and why work is 
completed.  
 
Align and incentivize employee 
activities.  Employee targets and 
the review process should be 
directly connected to strategy 
and reviewed accordingly. 

6.07X 

33% 

Connect strategy to employee targets, 
employee reviews and organizational objectives 
to drive alignment (top vs. average) 

VISIBILITY 

5.1X 

A lack of visibility drives 
execution failure especially in 
terms of employee or manager 
activities.   
 
Use visibility to drive home 
alignment and the commitment 
to the strategic plan.  When 
strategy outcomes are visible, 
work is more often completed 
properly. 

Top organizations see “employees do not 
understand the plan” as critical vs. 21% of 
average organizations 

33% 

Top organizations see “management not 
understanding the plan ” as critical vs. 23% of 
average organizations 

29% 

Top organizations see “management not roll out 
the plan effectively to their team” as critical vs. 
19% of average organizations 

21% 

Have Strategy Meetings to Review Organizational 
Progress toward Strategic Goals and Objectives 
to stay on course (top vs. average) 

5.13X 
Make Strategy Visible Throughout the 
Organization to create alignment and drive 
activity (top vs. average) 

Top organizations see “the activities selected are 
not sufficient to achieve the desired outcome” 
as critical vs. 19% of average organizations 

26% 

3.70X 
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ACCOUNTABILITY 

3.9X 

Waste is a large by-product when 
the organization is well 
positioned and has a well defined 
strategy, but the team members 
are not clear on their roles or 
support the responsibilities.     
 
Create accountability by ensuring 
team members have a clear 
understanding of the plan, their 
role, how they impact it, and 
what specific items they are 
responsible for.  Keep it visible.  

4.16X 

23% 

ADJUSTMENT 

5.2X 

Rarely does a plan survive first 
contact.  More often than not, an 
organization continues down the 
same path implementing their 
initial strategy, not realizing that 
a change occurred.    
 
Utilize the cause and effect map 
and the indicators to show when 
performance is off—and adjust 
accordingly.   

5.20X 
Adjustment of strategy based on current 
organizational performance to ensure strategy is 
recalibrated to the actual (top vs. average) 

Top organizations see “the right activities are 
not implemented effectively” as critical vs. 15% 
of average organizations 

Team Meetings as to the Individual Activities 
(projects and tasks) that deliver the Objectives  
to ensure follow through (top vs. average) 

26% 
Top organizations see “strategy is not monitored 
for performance” as critical vs. 22% of average 
organizations 

GET A QUICK COMPARISON       
OF YOUR ORGANIZATION 
AGAINST THE AGGREGATE 

SURVEY RESULTS 
 

www.execution360.com/survey-compare  

HOW DOES YOUR ORGANIZATION STACK UP AGAINST THE TOP, HIGH                                                 
AND AVERAGE PERFORMING ORGANIZATIONS in STRATEGY EXECUTION?   

30% 
Top organizations see “decisions are not aligned 
within the organization” as critical vs. 12% of 
average organizations 
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 What are the Key Steps that TOP organizations excel at in 
the strategy design and strategy execution process?  

Step 1:  Gather Key Information 
Information about competitors, market forces, and internal 
factors like SWOT analysis (Strengths, Weaknesses,             
Opportunities and Threats). 

Step 2:  Create Consensus 
Get aligned and united with a cause and effect diagram that 
illustrates 1) how the organization works, 2) how it creates 
value, and 3) how it is performing. 

Step 3:  Improve the Planning Process 
Start at the top.  Document the vision and mission of the  
organization, then determine (and evaluate and prioritize) the 
strategies that can deliver.  Then create the goals. 

Step 4:  Use Cause and Effect to Create Strategy 
Start with the goals, and work backwards to indicate and 
isolate which objectives will achieve them.  Then work 
backwards again to determine the right projects and tactics. 

Step 5:  Focus on Communication to Facilitate Strategy 
Consider communication a key component (which is often 
missed) in the strategy process.  A fantastic strategy not com-
municated or aligned will never be implemented effectively. 

Step 1:  Align the Strategy through the Organization 
Align the Strategy (Goals, Objectives and Tactics) throughout 
the organization so there is no possible doubt about what the 
organization intends to accomplish. 

Step 2:  Connect the Strategy to Employee Activities 
Align and incentivize employee activities.  Employee targets 
and the review process should be directly connected to 
organizational strategy. 

Step 3:  Create Visibility 
Create visibility to emphasize alignment and commitment to 
the strategic plan.  When strategy outcomes are visible, work 
is more often to be completed properly. 

Step 4:  Drive Consistent Accountability 
Create accountability by ensuring team members have a clear 
understanding of the plan, their role, how they impact it, and 
what specific items they are responsible for.  Keep it visible.  

Step 5:  Review and Adjust Frequently 
Rarely does a plan survive first contact.  Utilize the Cause and 
Effect (Design Step 4) on how the organization works to show 
leading indicators of when performance is off— Then adjust. 
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ABOUT THE COMPANY 

 

“360 has allowed our firm to get aligned on how we are performing today,          
current bottlenecks, opportunities, and our plan to address those items. “ 

Client 
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Executuib360 was founded with the specific mission—to help small 
and mid-sized organizations excel and achieve their full potential.   
 
The Company was founded in 2014, however its underlying methods and principles 
have been operating within small and medium sized businesses since the year 
1998.   
 
Over the last 20+ years the Company’s primary focus has been in the areas of 
strategy design and strategy execution.  More so, we have sought out to help our 
clients answer their key questions: 
 
1. What strategy / plan will help me to best achieve my goals? 

2. How can I implement the plan most effectively and efficiently so it is  
accomplished?  

3. How do I maximize the productivity of my entire team? 

4. What is the financial impact of my decisions so I can adjust accordingly?  

 
The Company’s methods and technology have been refined on the front lines, first 
for our own benefit within our own organizations and startups, and then for our 
clients in various industries and of various sizes.   
 
The 2021 research survey was designed to provide additional empirical evidence 
that supports our commitment to organizational success and to help flip the 
statistic that 70% of execution fails.  
 
 

Execution 360 was founded by Richard Martin.   
 
Richard founded Execution360 after his last business was sold to a public 
company in 2012.   
 

He started his career in operations in 1998 and has always gravitated towards roles 
where he could make an impact by helping the organization to improve their 
process, reduce waste and better monetize their opportunity.  
 
In 2005, he was recruited by a technology startup which was sold to a private 
company in 2008.  He co-founded an insurance/technology driven financial services 
company in 2009 which was sold to a public company in 2012.  Throughout those 
experiences, he was able to refine the methods and practices which have become 
the basis for the Execution360 Business and Technology Platform.  He graduated 
from Bentley University Business School and received his MBA from the University 
of California—A. Gary Anderson School.    
 

ABOUT EXECUTION360 

WHY WE OPERATE TODAY 
 

Mission 
Help small and medium sized businesses 

achieve the full potential of their 
opportunity 

 
 

Vision 
Create a simple platform dedicated to 

the specific needs of small and medium 
sized businesses that allows them to 

excel in their strategy design, strategy 
execution, and ultimately improves 

employee productivity   
 
 

Our Purpose  
We are committed to helping our clients 
become the best version of themselves 

 
 

Core Values 
 

Integrity & Honesty 
The highest standards in all actions 

 
Accountability 

When we say we will do it, we hold that 
as the highest responsibility 

 
Simplicity 

We strive for effectiveness in the easiest 
and most repeatable way possible 

 
Continuous Learning 

Our goal is to get it right, not to be right  
 

We strive everyday to learn, unlearn, 
and relearn the best method to help our 

clients accomplish their goals 
 
 

“Curiosity is your superpower.”   
Quote from a peer group member 
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360 BUSINESS PLATFORM & CO-PILOT PROGRAM 

Design, align and implement your strategic plan 

100% 
Of users report an 
improvement in alignment, 
accountability, time savings 
and execution 

Extremely 
Effective 

In terms of strategic 
planning, creating 
accountability, and driving 
long-term usage 

360 TECHNOLOGY PLATFORM & CO-PILOT PROGRAM 

Drive action, execution, accountability and adjustments 

50-75% 
Average improvement in 
accountability, action /   
execution, and time savings 

>=Very 
Effective 

In terms of facilitating 
decision making, visibility / 
planning, and alignment 
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USING THE KEY PREDICTORS OF SUCCESS TO IMPROVE ORGANIZATIONAL PERFORMANCE  

  

Want a copy of the full Survey Report? 
Visit https://www.execution360.com/2021fullreport 

Key Strategy Design Activities 
(p. 22) 

 
Empirical data and analysis from the survey 

research within the key activities that impact 
performance in strategy design 

 

Key Strategy Execution Activities 
(p. 39) 

 
Empirical data and analysis from the survey 

research within the key activities that impact 
performance in strategy execution 

Action Items 
(p.55) 

 
• Becoming Results-Based:  Driving 

Performance by Connecting Strategy and 
Execution 

• Aligning Teams (& virtual teams due to Covid) 

• Simplifying Employee Reviews and Improving 
Employee Performance 

• Making the ‘Decision-Making Process’ Easier 
and More Effective 

• A Process for Creating Strategy 

Other Factors 
(p.51) 

 
• Strategy vs Execution—Does One Make a 

Bigger Impact?      

• Who in the organization should lead and be 
involved in the strategy design and strategy 
execution process 

• What Needs to be Improved to Reach Full 
Potential 

Data and Demographics 
(p.63 & 68) 

 
Underlying data and demographic tables  

from the 2021 Survey 
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FULL 360 SURVEY REPORT 

 

“Strategy and execution represent the two sides of one and the same thing.”  

Pearl Zhu 
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