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Six Sigma approach within GE - pointed out this fact over and over 

again. The same applies here: how executives see and handle data is 

absolutely essential to the realisation of any strategy. Nothing new 

there, right?

Nonetheless, we continue to encounter business leaders who view 

data as something ‘technical’. They see their role as being limited to 

approving investments in IT solutions, while banking on ERP 

implementation or integration to help their teams execute. Their belief 

is clearly that just providing access to data will do the job. Leave it to 

IT and Finance to do all of the data collection and analytics.

Studies by McAfee at MIT (1) have revealed that the more companies 

characterise themselves as data-driven, the better they perform on 

the objective yardsticks of financial and operational results. More 

specifically, companies in the top third of their industry in terms of 

use of data-driven decision making, were on average 5% more 

productive and 6% more profitable than their competitors.

Leadership view on data is too narrow-minded

“Process performance is only limited to the thinking of leaders that 

own them.” In his professional life, founder of R&G Piet van Abeelen 

- former GE Executive and one of the founding fathers of the Lean 

Nobody questions the importance of (big) data in making solid decisions for executing strategic plans 
and ambitions. Nonetheless, many executives ignore the gold mine offered by data, for accelerating 
performance towards their strategies. In other words, they simply underutilise the power of data in 
their own organisation. Why does this happen? Why not mine the gold? Why not get everybody in the 
game? Why risk failing in strategy execution? Is it ignorance or incapability?

  1) Andrew McAfee et al., Big Data: The Management Revolution (HBR, October 2012).
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evidence-based decision making tend to be more profitable than 

companies in which this kind of culture had not been established. 

In other words, it is all about the capability of executives to make 

use of the data available within their company. Indeed, successful 

executives view data and measurements as an effective enabler for 

their organisation’s capability to speed up decisions and lay down 

actions that drive their goals. It is about fast and timely decisions, 

decisively converting decisions into plans, and swiftly executing those 

plans, to achieve a result. 

How hard can it be?

Five data myths that hinder strategy execution

In our day-to-day consulting life at R&G, we regularly come  

across five causes that basically block the effective execution of 

corporate strategies.

Myth #1: all relevant data is available

Some companies do not mine very well, despite the fact that the 

data has always been there, and is waiting to be found. Some 

business leaders overestimate their company’s ability to handle data. 

They rely on IT or smart business analysts to get them the data they 

need. Consequently, they leave it up to those same analysts to 

decide which data makes sense, on the basis of remote or personal 

Ross (2) from MIT Sloan School of Management studied the ROI of 

these data investments, across 330 companies. The outcome really 

strikes home. “The biggest reason that investments in big data fail to 

pay off, though, is that most companies don’t do a good job with the 

information they already have. They don’t know how to manage it, 

analyse it in ways that enhance their understanding, and then make 

changes in response to new insights. Companies don’t magically 

develop these competences just because they’ve invested in 

high-end analytics tools …”

Data are all about capability

In our daily consulting life, (big) data represents a continuous 

opportunity. How do you know how to better leverage new data? 

Doesn’t it require a deep understanding of how to leverage the data 

present in your current operations and supply chain execution?

To make this possible, you need the ability to make optimum use  

of your data in order to execute towards your targeted levels of 

performance. It is a bit like having to walk, before you can even start 

thinking about running. 

In another study, Ross tried to understand how companies generate 

business value from data. Her work revealed that those executives 

who consistently use data to guide their decision making are few 

and far between, while those that have created a culture of 
 2) Jeanne W. Ross, Cynthia M. Beath, and Anne Quaadgras,  

You May Not Need Big Data After All (HBR, December 2013).
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critical for the next function in the chain. As a consequence, critical 

operating rules are neither defined nor monitored, and remain 

uncontrolled. You get what you measure and you deserve what  

you tolerate. 

If executives only allow data to be used for filling KPIs and dashboards, 

that same data will not help the people in the day-to-day process to 

know where to make improvements to understand what the impact 

has been of their efforts. Reporting is not the same thing as guiding 

the operational team in the process of execution, and systematically 

learning what to do. As a consequence, the ROI on data is lost.

Ittner and Larcker discovered that those companies that made the 

effort to measure non-financial factors – and to verify that they had 

some real effect – earned returns on equity that were about 1.5 

times greater than the returns generated by companies that failed to 

take those steps.

It is precisely here that many executives struggle: how to translate 

financial goals into the critical operational metrics that matter. 

Although you may receive a broad spectrum of management 

reports on daily output, overall equipment efficiency (OEE), on time 

delivery (OTD), days of inventories (DOI) and days sales outstanding 

(DSO), it is not these reports that drive the daily performance of 

hypotheses. Often under serious time pressure, those analysts  

simply go with the most easily accessible data. This is however not 

necessarily the data that is connected with critical business rules, 

or focused on key factors in the processes.

Some companies have great data, but turn it into useless measures 

on the basis of averages. This is great for management reporting,  

but not so good for learning what you need to do to execute  

your strategies. In other cases, data exists within a function but  

are not leveraged across the chain, thereby leaving an opportunity  

to learn unused.

Another group will fall into the availability trap, according to Ittner 

and Larcker from Wharton(3): the data that is available feed 

intuition and decision making, and is used for measurements to 

represent current performance. But what if the data availability 

itself are flawed?

Myth #2: all important business rules are measured

Our consultants often hear : “We have the KPIs, the data and the 

dashboard, so …” But what does this really mean? What executives 

are clearly suggesting is that they have all the bases covered,  

and covered well. The reality, however, is that in most cases, what is 

measured is not critical to execution; or that something that does 

not seem to be critical within one function is actually extremely 
3) Ittner & Larcker, Coming Up Short on Nonfinancial  
Performance Measurement (HBR, November 2003).
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should we make? Data analysis drives decisions and decisions drive 

action. Undeniably, this process leads to more resources consuming 

data analysis; so the data had better be right.

There are many reasons why executives fail to get data analyses 

right, and most are behavioural in nature.

•  Analyses not linked to decision makers/making – one-off 

requests from senior management, offline activity, not connected 

or integrated with line management discussions. On some 

occasions, data analysis is even used to prove personal hypotheses 

not linked to the collective process of learning what to do.  

In those situations, teams are bombarded with personal data. 

Furthermore, it is often very unclear what cross-functional 

analysis needs to be carried out in order to understand the 

business issues. Discussions start, but go nowhere. The eventual 

outcome is only limited traction. 

•  A lack of process clarity - in many organisations, it is unclear who 

is exactly accountable for what performance. The same applies 

to decision making, leaving many degrees of freedom for 

managers and team members to decide about data analysis, 

focus and participants. It is then that things start to get messy. 

Data collection is unguided. Hypotheses mushroom. Learning 

your company. Instead, daily performance is driven by unwritten  

operating rules and practices in process execution. So how do you 

use your data to understand the nature of these critical operating 

rules? Do you measure these rules to make sure you keep  

performing to standard? Here is where the rubber hits the road.

Why only measure financial statistics? Why allow the non-linkage  

of measures to strategy? And why limit yourself to a red, amber and 

green KPI dashboard of averages? Why not instead scrutinise the 

data to determine and measure the true performance drivers?

Myth #3: data analysis is always focused

For this myth we return to MIT’s McAfee:  “One of the most critical 

aspects of big data is its impact on how decisions are made and who 

gets to make them. When data is scarce, expensive to obtain or not 

available in digital form, it makes sense to let well-placed people 

make decisions, which they do on the basis of experience they’ve 

built up and patterns and relationships they’ve observed and 

internalised. Intuition is the label given to this style of inference and 

decision making.”

So how do we establish the right focus? How do we discern with 

data what is important, and how do we structure all the ideas about 

issues and potential solutions? In the absence of data, what decisions 
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becomes scattered. And even meaningful data becomes lost in 

execution, leading to endless discussions even eventually inertia.

•  True root cause analyses (RCA) are not well executed – in 

many organisations, there is no laser sharp focus on what to 

improve or correct. Improvement teams often merely scratch 

the surface. Inappropriate data analyses are undertaken,  

and time is wasted. Symptoms are fixed but there is no real 

improvement breakthrough.

Myth #4: monitoring exists and defined metrics are systematically reviewed

The fact that some kind of monitoring is in place is by no means a 

guarantee that it is effective. Many organisations - often split along 

functional lines - face a lack of process clarity. Unclear accountabili-

ties then make decision making blurred.

The undesired consequence of this situation is that review mecha-

nisms are ineffective. There is a lack of disciplined, structured review 

(decisions) and action mechanisms and a lack of skills in smart action 

planning, for breaking down action plans into manageable, executable 

parts, and a lack of discipline in putting the agreed actions into practice.

Even when qualified data analysis makes it to the table, companies 

often fail to make use of the data supplied. When there is no 

structured integrated daily execution (IDEX) in place, decision 

making falters, action planning is limited and decisive execution  

is lost. Whereas data could have generated accelerated results,  

the management process hinders the effective use of data.

So what is our point? The acceleration of change based on data has 

more to do with how executives manage that data than the quality 

of the data itself. Instead of continuing to make excuses about the 

lack of data it is time to start being accountable for your management 

process, and create Integrated Daily Execution™.

The 6 Pillars of Integrated Daily Execution (IDEXTM)
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Leading execution effectively requires leaders to manage across the various IDEX pillars. Effective reviews 

are the vehicle available to leadership for leading and coaching teams towards results.

Myth #5: data analysis always lead to better understanding

Executives run the risk of becoming a victim of their own lack of leadership in driving structured, 

disciplined learning and discovery, to improve execution. Some executives allow discussion of the 

accuracy of data analyses. You must however be careful; letting your teams disqualify data to avoid 

accountability for results is not a data issue, but a management issue. In other cases, entire business 

models are operated on the basis of unmeasured assumptions. The key skill in this connection is data 

interpretation. Conclusions are often skewed, not because of the data but by the views, paradigms, bias 

and prejudices of leaders themselves. Sometimes the data reveals a brutal reality that is ignored; the data 

presented is so counter to all expectations that it simply cannot be right, and is set aside. It must however 

be realised that an important management decision to ignore data is at the same time a decision to take 

away the opportunity to learn from that data, and to drive continuous improvement.

 

The 6 Pillars of Integrated Daily Execution (IDEX) 

1. Leadership Leaders allot time to stimulating staff and monitoring process 

execution. Agenda check (passion, time, agenda focus).

2. Process Clarity Proces clearly described. People know what role to play in the process. 

3. Metrics Metrics are defined for key steps in the process that allow for  

monitoring of proper process execution. Metrics are tied to external 

customer and/or critical 0perating rules.

4. Target Orientation Targets have been set for relevant metrics. The targets are ambitious 

& challenging. People know the targets. These are part of staff 

evaluation.

5. Review & Action Metrics are regularly (daily, weekly) being reviewed. Root cause 

analysis takes place for Deviations. Staff formally trained in root  

cause analysis. Data based. SMART Actions are defined, executed, 

monitored. Plan/Do/Check/Act. Quick wins & action completion, 

Disciplined Team Learning. Structural process improvement.

6. Behaviour People are guided by data & facts, not feelings. People are  

accountable to each other. People act from accountibility,  

and correct themselves when they see or make mistakes.
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Additional reads:
Michael J. Mauboussin, The True Measures of Success (HBR, October 2012).

McKinsey Global Institute, Big Data, the next frontier for innovation,  
competition and productivity (May 2011).

Henri Mintzberg, Simply Managing: What Managers  
Do – and Can do Better  (Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc., 2013). 

Data is every company’s 
‘gold mine’. 

Conclusion

Executives underestimate the impact they could have on their 

organisation’s strategy execution, if only they employed thorough 

data approaches. They should make learning and discovery on the 

basis of data a core competence of their organisation, and own this 

crucial business process for driving an evidence- based decision 

making culture.

The universal truth of the data is the common language across  

your company and a great way to energise cross-functional teams 

towards achieving results. Data enables you to drive transparency,  

to focus, to make decisions faster and to create transparency within 

your organisation.

Data and hence visibility and transparency build trust. Trust in 

capabilities, trust in having the right focus, trust in having set the right 

actions, trust in having a harmonised view on the performance of 

the company.

Data creates alignment and synchronises your team to execute your 

strategy. Accountability spreads throughout the organisation. Traction 

improves and your strategy execution accelerates. As a result, data 

creates internal followership; strategy execution becomes more of a 

pull and less of a push.

We have repeatedly received feedback from our customers that 

now that they truly understand how to leverage the gold mine  

of data, they are better able to tap into this potential, thereby 

improving their capability of steering and leading with their  

performance, towards the desired results.

Do not become a victim of ignorance. There are no excuses. 

Evaluate and improve your capability to lead strategy execution 

through data. Invest time in Integrated Daily Execution (IDEX). 

Effective review and action cycles are the vehicles of your leadership, 

and the backbone of your organisation’s capability to achieve results. 
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