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6.1 Overview

Ericsson’s stated vision is “a Networked Society, where every person and every

industry is empowered to reach their full potential.” Its mission is to “lead transfor-

mation through mobility. . . . Transformation is the way we consume and the we

create” (www.Ericsson.com). Founded in 1876, Ericsson is a leading provider of

network infrastructure, managed global services and support solutions. Its “two

core businesses are ‘Radio, Core and Transmission’ and ‘Telecom Services”

(Ericsson 2014).

This chapter describes how Ericsson turned its business around by refocusing on

strategy and its implementation. Ericsson had been a leader in innovative technol-

ogy in telecommunications for many years. But in the late 1990s, the telecommu-

nications industry went through major shifts in the wake of an economic downturn,

global competition, technology changes, and new consumer demands. Ericsson’s

business was severely impacted, as was its shareholder value. About the same time,

Ericsson also went through several changes in its top leadership. The company

chose to transform itself as an organization to regain a leadership position in the

industry.

A key step was refocusing its strategy. Innovation in technology—always a

strong suit—remained important. But Ericsson had gotten ahead of the market with

key offerings. So new leaders coupled innovation with attention to consumer

preferences and with ways to achieve operational excellence. To accomplish

these goals, Ericsson reduced its workforce by about half, streamlined its

operations, and outsourced operations that were not its core competence.

This chapter focuses on Ericsson as it “turned the corner” in 2003–2004 by

refocusing its strategy to achieve its vision. The company subsequently weathered

the 2008 global economic crisis and is a strong performer today. Ericsson has

grown a diverse base of customers spread over 180 countries. It is a market leader in

both mobile infrastructure and telecom services (Ericsson 2014).
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The spotlight in this chapter is on how a common model, language, and set of

tools for strategy development, embedded in a new executive education program,

drove organizational learning and developed leaders and networks who could better

implement the company’s new strategy.

6.2 Assessing Changes in Executive Education

Ericsson took its executive education programs to new levels under Par-Anders

Pehrson, then Vice President of Leadership, who had already begun to align

executive development with the management planning process. Selection of

managers, historically, had been influenced in part by “who you knew or how

long you’d been in the company or what your network was.” To link development

even more tightly to strategic goals, Pehrson sought ways to more effectively

identify, develop, place, and leverage, top talent. Leaders who became more

effective in implementing strategy could help Ericsson generate better business

results and superior value for shareholders.

6.2.1 What the New Program Looked Like

After visiting six universities in the United States and Europe, Pehrson and his

colleague Stephen Newman, then Program Director for Executive Development,

chose the Executive Education program at Columbia Business School (CBS) as

Ericsson’s partner for developing its top 200 leaders. CBS co-designed and deliv-

ered a custom program to grow leaders to drive strategy development and imple-

mentation. One reason for choosing CBS was the strategic learning cycle (Fig. 6.1)

developed by Willie Pietersen—a former CEO and Professor of the Practice of

Management at Columbia Business School.

Pietersen (2002, pp. 57–58) viewed strategy development as an emergent pro-

cess that is based on knowledge sharing and learning. Pietersen’s four-step cycle

involves learning, focusing, aligning, and executing. Learning involves

conversations with many stakeholders, based on data, to understand and gain

fresh insight into the external and internal environment. Learning through this

situation analysis develops focus needed to make strategic choices. These first

two steps dominate in strategy creation. The next two steps are critical to effective

strategy implementation: aligning people and culture, structure and process,

measures and rewards; and experimenting with new ideas as the strategy is

executed. These four steps are iterative and non-linear, forming “a continuous

cycle of learning and renewal.” Pietersen’s cycle embodied what Ericsson wanted

to achieve.
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The first CBS custom program, delivered in 2000, consisted of 2 week-long

modules separated by about 3 months. In the first module, participants mastered the

strategic learning cycle, examined industry issues, and benchmarked other

companies. Colleagues coached one another on a personal case based on their

work challenges. They worked in Action Learning groups on strategy projects to

apply what they had learned. Between the first and second modules, participants

applied what they had learned back on the job, and when relevant, continued work

on strategy projects in Action Learning groups. In the second module, the focus

shifted to strategy implementation and development of leadership capabilities,

including creation of a personal leadership “credo.”1 They continued consultation

on personal cases and business issues, and engaged in work on a new Action

Learning project. Thus, the first module focused on strategy development; while
the second module emphasized strategy execution, change, and personal develop-

ment as leaders.

The program had been tweaked since 2000, but its core design had not changed

significantly. Participants still worked on Pietersen’s strategic learning cycle and

leadership credos, coached one another, and worked on real business challenges in

the company. Over time, faculty experts and resource people had also changed to

reflect industry trends or company needs.

Until 2003, the CEO approved participant nominations and sent out invitations

to nominees, but did not get actively involved in selecting projects. In the first

program, participants suggested topics that helped them apply what they were

learning. The internal program designer helped define and scope projects in the

second and third programs. With the fourth program in 2003, however, the newly

appointed CEO, Carl-Henric Svanberg, took special interest in the program and in

project selection. Projects were linked directly to priorities set as part of a new

Learn

FocusExecute

Conduct a Situation Analysis to generate
insights into the external environment and
         the company’s internal realities.

Implement your strategy and
experiment with new ideas.

Interpret the results and continue the cycle.

  Strategy
Implementation

  Strategy
Creation

Align
Align the total organization and
 energize your people behind this
               strtegic focus.

Translate these insights into your
    Competitive Focus,Winning
 Proposition, and Key Priorities.

Fig. 6.1 Strategic learning cycle adapted from W.G. Pietersen (2004)

1 Pietersen (2002, p. 229) says that when a leader writes “a Leadership Credo . . . you define your

core principles and your theory of success for your business—‘This is what I believe in, and here’s

how we are going to win’. The Leadership Credo is the vehicle for integrating organizational

strategy with leadership effectiveness.”
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annual strategy development cycle. And when groups presented recommendations

for these projects at the end of the module, senior staff actively engaged groups in

conversation about their ideas.

6.2.2 A Critical Convergence

Benefits of partnering with CBS grew as the industry-wide crisis of the late 1990s

and early 2000s started to subside, and Ericsson’s efforts to restructure and down-

size took effect. The Pieterson model eventually became the “official” Ericsson

process for developing strategy after the new CEO took over. The language of

strategy, as developed in the company and taught in the program, was now

the same.

Ericsson had hopes for even greater benefits from the fifth program in 2005.

Strategy messages were being delivered and implemented with more consistency.

Leaders in the program were moved into positions where they could fully use their

expertise to help develop and execute strategy, which was not always the case in

earlier programs. Greater alignment between executive development and manage-

ment planning was beginning to pay off for the company.

6.2.3 Huber Institute’s Assessment of Fifth Custom Program

In 2004, Ericsson and CBS invited the Huber Institute to assess its fifth custom

program to find out more about its impact.2 The Huber Institute assessment was

designed to shed light on what individuals and the company gained from the

program; links between gains and progress toward strategic goals; as well as

barriers to and supports for achieving desired gains from the program. The assess-

ment focused on expected outcomes and how Ericsson might best leverage these

outcomes to achieve strategic goals.

The program was designed to develop high potential leaders, address strategy

challenges, and develop broader organizational capability to support strategy. Two

program features helped to reach these goals: (1) Pietersen’s strategic learning

cycle, and (2) real work in Action Learning groups on selected strategy challenges.

2 Pehrson had participated in a Huber Institute study of how innovative companies use learning

strategically to meet critical business challenges. Bill Klepper, the lead academic at CBS Execu-

tive Education for the program, and Stephen Newman, the program’s in-company director, both

saw that strategic learning was critical. All three wanted to better understand how executive

education was working and identify ways to improve the initiative. Data collected for the

assessment and reported in this chapter include: interviews with key designers/managers and

with nine participants from programs that preceded the fifth custom program; interviews with

six participants in the fifth program; four questionnaires administered between September 2004

and April 2005 before, during, and after the program; participant observation of program

segments; and documents (annual reports and related program materials). We created a

customized survey based on our Strategic Leverage through Learning# model.
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Recommendations developed by groups would be used to address strategy

challenges.

The program was designed to build leadership networks to make it easier to

share knowledge, solve problems, and spread learning across the organization.

This, in turn, would accelerate strategy development and implementation in the

company and improve alignment across boundaries.

6.3 How the Program Made a Difference

How did the executive education program make a difference for individuals and

Ericsson? Leaders gained: a deeper understanding of the strategy, mastery of skills

used in strategy development and implementation, and personal and leadership

development. (All participant examples in this section use pseudonyms.)

6.3.1 Strategy Development and Implementation

The program deepened understanding of the company’s strategy. It helped leaders

to internalize the vision and align strategy across the company. Leaders looked at

what had been going on—strengths, weaknesses, and where Ericsson could focus

and allocate resources to become the best in the world, if possible, in one or two or

three areas. Leaders became clear about strategic priorities, which guided how

priorities were locally interpreted, based on their business, market and customers.

Strategy was clearly communicated throughout the company, and the right people

were involved in its development and implementation.

Over the course of the program, conditions for effective strategy implementation

were also strengthened, in particular:

• Ensuring that responsibilities of managers were clear

• Putting the right structures and processes in place to support strategy develop-

ment and implementation

• Hiring people with the right competencies to implement the strategy

Adoption of the Pietersen strategy cycle enabled leaders who went through the

program to speak a common language and use a common process to get everyone

on board quickly and effectively in strategy work. Leaders said it “put the whole

cycle together in an easy context and in a structured way.” Leaders found it to be

“well-documented, hands-on, and easy to communicate.” They wanted more to be

done to spread familiarity with the cycle to those who had not yet participated in the

program.

By mastering and using the strategic learning cycle, leaders began to:
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• Avoid jumping to conclusions by using a step-by-step process

• Think from the outside in

• Focus on business needs

• Seek and use the customer and market viewpoint

• Prioritize and focus

• Execute more effectively by aligning the organization behind the strategy

Boiling down extensive information into one page of key insights fed the

development of a ‘winning proposition’ and helped set clear priorities. Clear

priorities made it easier to execute effectively on decisions. One page of key

insights, backed by a business case, enabled leaders, in turn, to communicate clearly

with others about the strategy.

6.3.2 Personal and Leadership Development

The program, overall, helped participants “raise their game significantly.” As one

leader said, executive education at other universities may cover similar topics, but

“they forget to make use of how you will use it when you are in a senior role, how to

use it with strategies. So they don’t glue the two things together.” The CBS

program, by contrast, “helps you with your own principles, your own understanding

of yourself and how you can work with people” in ways that are tied to understand-

ing and implementing strategy.

Leaders became more skilled in communicating with others, building teams, and

influencing upwards, sideways and downwards. They coached one another on

challenges they faced, developed self insight and self-confidence, improved com-

petence, and strengthened relationships with others on whom they called when back

on the job. They learned to work effectively with people, and to empower/motivate

others. They observed and reflected on their own behaviors as leaders. They gained

skill in effectively managing change and managing groups.

Leaders recounted ways that the program transformed their personal and leader-

ship abilities. Henry, for example, was better able to shepherd the merger of two

country offices with a history of strife because of “the hidden dimension” of the

program, its power to “unleash hidden potential in all of us . . ., enabling the human

factor and engaging to reach higher-level goals.” The program transformed what

leadership meant and helped this leader “get true followership in building things. . .

as “a champion of change.” Teamwork was “key to everything. Teams were used

during the merger of the two country offices “to build trust and confidence.” This

leader took teams through the four key steps of the strategic learning cycle over

14–15 months: “getting the champions in place, and then carrying the critical mass

through measuring, modifying and completing.” Personal and leadership develop-

ment helped him execute on strategy.
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6.4 How Participants Used What They Learned

Leaders creatively adapted Pietersen’s model to drive strategy down into the

company. Examples from the fifth custom program illustrate these gains. They

show:

• How the strategy cycle was adapted for needs of business units

• How Ericsson capitalized on outside-in thinking to develop strategic insight

• How leaders changed structures, behaviors, rewards and processes to support

their work.

6.4.1 Adapting the Strategy Cycle to Business Unit Needs

Two leaders, Mark and Anthony, adapted the cycle for needs of business units at

middle levels of the organization.

6.4.1.1 Developing Locally-Held Situation Analysis StrategyWorkshops
Mark worked in Total Customer Solutions. While in the program, a promotion

increased Mark’s responsibility for strategy by putting him in charge of marketing

support for customer solutions—including market analysis, business intelligence,

strategic governance, and support for the market unit management team. Mark

provided situation analyses needed to set corporate strategic priorities at the top.

But he also developed a new process through which local business units searched

for new opportunities in their markets that were congruent with corporate strategy.

Mark introduced a series of locally-held situation analysis strategy workshops,

each dedicated to a single local opportunity, for example, whether or not Ericsson

might want to set up a local video services center to offer media content for services

they sold. Decisions about whether or not to move forward could be made by the

local management team within the company’s common framework. As Mark

described it, “we decided to have a strategy process that is live during the year.

So the cycle is much shorter than the annual cycle,” but it feeds opportunities to

management on a continual basis.

Mark used the strategy cycle in ways that replicated the process used at the top to

take advantage of local opportunities in line with strategic priorities. In so doing, he

further developed organizational capability in using the cycle.

6.4.2 Developing Competence and Micro-Strategies
for Operational Efficiencies

Anthony adapted the strategy cycle to achieve operational efficiencies in sourcing.

He used the cycle to help his staff develop micro-strategies in different sourcing

areas, as well as to hire for the right competencies and build teams that could share

knowledge around sourcing. He noted that people in this role often worked alone
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and in the same category for many years. Anthony thought they should not work on

one category for more than 3 years, and they should change categories to get to

know new suppliers. So Anthony formed cross-category teams of sourcing

professionals and had more than one person sit at the table when negotiating

sourcing agreements. In this way, he built and shared knowledge across the group

for procurement of different products.

Anthony then asked staff to create micro-strategies for sourcing in different

categories. He asked them to read Pietersen’s book and conducted “two one-hour

sessions with the sourcing professionals in Sweden” to introduce the methodology.

He rolled out the development of these micro-strategies over the year so that groups

could learn from one another. He lined it up so that three or four categories were due

for completion at the end of every month and then had a joint review of those

strategies. “We chose the ones that were either the most pressing or those where

people were experienced in doing strategies so they could serve as role models for

the rest.”

For many, this was the first time they shared what they were doing with

colleagues in any structured way. Documented strategies were put into place with

a limited planning horizon of 18 months “to make it hands-on and tangible.”

Renegotiation in several major categories showed cost savings and improvements

in service delivery.

6.4.3 Capitalizing on Outside-In Thinking

We next turn to examples of leaders who used outside-in thinking as they

implemented strategies. For the first example, we return to Mark’s work in Total

Customer Solutions.

6.4.3.1 Bringing in Fresh Perspectives
Restrictions on hiring made it challenging to get new ideas about customers and

how things should be done. Mark described Ericsson as “inward” looking, making

it difficult “to introduce different points of view and different competencies,

different ways of looking. . ..” Challenging assumptions was especially difficult

because the company had been very successful.

Mark looked for ways to bring new thinking into the company. He included

customers in market analysis teams. He drew on customers from telecommu-

nications clients to put together a “marketing mutual team.” He found ways to

engage people who joined the company because of a merger to discuss their

different points of view.

6.4.3.2 Networking and Partnering to Sell Services
Carol was promoted during the program. She also adapted the strategy cycle with

her team. “Once we did the first brainstorming and prioritization, people started

thinking in the same way and focusing on it without anyone telling them.” Even
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though they “were not familiar with this particular tool, they were impressed with

its use and very happy with the result.”

Selling new services begins by talking with the customers to understand their

needs. The next step is to “bundle all that together and try to put some sort of

strategy document in place for the opportunities . . . and talk to people in the

services organization who help map it into a sales opportunity.” We “pretty much

custom-make our own solution. Then we go back and talk some more, price it, and

get it approved.” The process involves a lot of brainstorming and negotiation—with

the customer, with the region, with corporate, and sometimes with the customer’s

corporate headquarters. Carol networked with people who sell in-building solutions

around the world: “We constantly share information about vendors and

opportunities and the way we’re working, and different developments in different

areas.” Sharing knowledge across boundaries helped her save time by learning from

their experience.

Carol also worked with external partners, which posed unique problems. “It’s a

challenge to make them part of our offering when Ericsson is prime with a

customer, and to ensure that we have our partners lined up in ways that represent

Ericsson and the values we stand for.” Sometimes partners approached a potential

customer with a joint story, and sometimes Ericsson fronted for partners or vice-

versa. Carol relied on an outside group, contracted by Ericsson, to vet potential

partners to add value and reduce risks.

Carol’s example points to the challenges of collaboration and alignment. A final

example further illustrates those challenges.

6.4.3.3 Helping the Whole Office Learn Service Work
Angela used the strategic learning cycle to help entire offices learn to deliver

services and restructure themselves to support a very different way of working.

Angela helped offices where Ericsson wanted to move into services, but where the

general manager did not yet understand this new line of business. She took over

services temporarily until she was “sure that these people can do it themselves. And

then I can transfer the knowledge. . . . I evaluate the business to see if it’s a real

opportunity.” It would be better not to take the business if Ericsson could not

execute to a customer’s satisfaction. “Then we fail. And instead of winning more

contracts, we’re going to get a bad reputation in the market.”

Angela learned to diagnose the capability and readiness of local staff to run the

business. Did the local staff buy in? Were they able to change their thinking? The

organization had to change the way it worked in the services business, including

customer relationships. “Your best friends are your worst enemies” in services

work. So you need to start building new strategies, building new ways of

organizing, new ways of thinking, and new culture.”

Angela could not do the work herself or the country office would not own the

process. She worked with people in the local office, often the first or second-line

managers down from the head of the office, to help them figure out what to do next

to implement strategy. Then she left it to them, and returned some time later to

check on where things were and to pave the way for the next step. “I do half the
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work and then ask them to read it and understand it. And now they have to start

changing the organization, the culture, the people to be able to complete the cycle.”

She “learned you cannot do and think for them. You have to allow time for change.”

Changes needed to be made locally to adapt strategy from Sweden to suit the local

culture, local employees, and local customers.

6.5 How Leaders Engaged Organizational Learning

The above examples show how leaders who mastered the strategy cycle in execu-

tive education used what they learned in the program to effectively develop, adapt,

and implement strategy in their work. In doing so they:

• Built critical mass for use of a common framework and tools as leaders adapted

the cycle at local levels to address implementation challenges in their work

• Put new systems and processes in place by adding strategy processes for local

needs or re-structuring for Services work

• Shared knowledge across boundaries, including customers and suppliers.

Each of these mechanisms helped the organization to learn.

6.5.1 Building a Critical Mass

Over time, the program built a critical mass of leaders who were changing the way

that Ericsson worked. As one leader noted, “A pretty big chunk of the top leadership

in this company that is going to take this company forward over the next ten years”

has now participated in the program. “If all these people have the same shared

vision of what strategy should do for the company and subscribe to it, we will be

much better off as a company in the future because we’ll all be working in a

synchronized way.”

Leaders had not been as extensively involved in strategy development and

execution prior to these programs. Using the strategic learning cycle broadly and

deeply in the organization helped people more easily grasp the CEO’s messages and

the way in which measures, behaviors and rewards could be used to drive strategy

throughout the company.

When these leaders effectively tackled challenges back on the job, they adapted

the cycle—originally designed for shaping strategy at the top—to mid-level strat-

egy implementation. Employees at many levels became familiar with the cycle.

They spread use of a common approach and aligned strategy from the top of the

company down into its middle ranks.
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6.5.2 Changing the Way the Organization Works

It is not enough for individual leaders alone to change the way they think and work.
They must bring the organization along with them. Changing the organization, as

the above examples show, requires changing structures, processes and culture.

Pietersen urged leaders to “think of an organization as an ecosystem—a rain forest,

perhaps or an oasis in the desert. An ecosystem functions successfully only when its

interdependent elements support one another.” Leaders learned that a single action

was not a magic bullet. “Instead it comes from orchestrating the right interactions
so that all the key elements of the business system are working together synergisti-

cally to support the new strategy.”3

Leaders helped the organization streamline processes, put new structures in

place, hire and develop the right people, and measure and reward results. For

example, Henry empowered teams he created to shepherd the merger of two

country offices with a history of strife, and Angela introduced services to countries

in ways that developed local office capacity to change.

6.5.3 Sharing Knowledge Across Boundaries

Organizational learning is fueled by new ideas gained through sharing knowledge

and tapping into the knowledge of customers or other people outside of one’s

ordinary boundaries, as the above examples illustrate.

Mark learned from employees in the customer’s company who brought different

experiences and points of view to the table. Anthony created and rotated teams of

specialists who worked together on different products or services over time. Carol

networked with other parts of the organization, customers and suppliers to solve

challenges of building services contracts for a new market and to make sure that

Ericsson chose the right external partners.

Knowledge sharing was supported in the CBS program through peer coaching,

discussion of Ericsson business issues, and Action Learning project groups.

Because peers from different parts of the company—and/or with “a great deal of

cultural and geographic diversity—could examine the problem “from different

angles” and “with new eyes, they come up with solutions that take you away

from where you have been stuck.” Leaders found it added value to listen and

learn from others from different disciplines or functions because as one leader put

it, when “you have been working in this company for so long, you end up with a

uniform.” Sharing knowledge across boundaries pushed leaders to move outside

their comfort zone and encounter fresh insights that led to innovative thinking and

action.

3 Pietersen, op. cit., pp. 63–64.
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6.6 Catalyzing Effect of Networks

Some companies rely on common structures and processes to ensure that the right

people are engaged at the right time and that the organization is aligned to meet its

strategic goals. In Ericsson, a history and tradition of alignment through networking

played a key role in catalyzing organizational learning and alignment for effective

execution of strategy.

The closeness engendered by working together in condensed time frames on

challenging strategy projects important to the CEO built strong bonds. Leaders

found it easier to call on people from the program because “he or she knows me

already and knows what I am talking about. And I would value his or her answer”

for the same reasons. “You can read organizations from charts, but when you have

time to talk through lunches and dinners and evenings and trainings, then you learn

how they really work.”

Leaders used networks to get information, solve problems, find the right person,

locate expertise, and get advice. Networks in Ericsson worked through personal

contacts. Without the right networks, it could be difficult to “locate the right person

to get the key to solving your problem.” With peers from the program, credibility

and trust had already been established.

Carol’s story, above, underscored the value of networks for catalyzing organi-

zational learning. Carol drew on peers who had experience in selling the kind of

service contracts she was promoting in new territory. Cross-functional networks

helped her put together a package of products and services that would provide the

customer with a “total solution.” Cross-organizational networks helped her partner

with other companies that could also be competitors in other markets.

6.7 Organizational Supports for and Barriers to Strategy Work

Leaders commonly agreed on two strong supports for strategy work:

• Consistency of messages about strategy from the top of the organization

• The ability to motivate and empower staff

Strategy workshops for top managers were held annually in some form to

provide “consistency in the exchange of information around strategic direction

and critical issues” and to obtain buy-in from key stakeholders, which was consis-

tent with a cultural norm for building consensus.

Motivation and empowerment have been consistent messages reinforced

through executive education, for example, when Henry merged two country offices
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that had a history of strife. Other leaders in this chapter also described ways that

they motivated or empowered staff to execute strategy.

Consistency of messages and the ability to motivate and empower staff were

tools for alignment of message, people, culture, structure and processes. While

Ericsson made progress in these areas, leaders also indicated that there were still

many barriers to optimum alignment. Many different business units worked

together in a decentralized company to sell products and services. As one leader

described: “It’s very difficult to ensure that the message does not vary because

things are not black and white, there are opinions, there are interpretations. So you

run the risk of changing meaning through all those interpretations.”

Leaders described in this chapter often enhanced coordination and alignment.

Leaders described the value of regional account structures and coordination within

units. Technologies needed different kinds of support. Product delivery often

required coordination across many different business units, but product units were

not always linked closely enough to market units. Leaders had to negotiate across

different business units “to align the goals vertically from bottom to top through the

business units, so that all the goals support each other.”

6.8 Summing Up

Ericsson’s CEO today, Hans Vestberg, described 2012 as “a year of growth in

Global Services and Support Solutions, but more challenging for Networks” and

indicated that Ericsson had “extended our leadership in several key growth areas

and taken important steps in executing our strategy” (Ericsson 2012). Ericsson’s

refocused strategy was successful. The company had success with delivering

innovative products and services, coupled with streamlined operations and greater

discipline in achieving its refocused goals.

Company leaders refocused strategy and put centralized controls and decision

making in place in response to major shifts in the telecommunications industry in

the wake of an economic downturn, global competition, technology changes, and

new consumer demands. A new leader recognized that the company’s strong suit in

innovative technology had led to getting ahead of the market. The new leader did

not want to completely rebuild the culture but he needed to gain stronger internal

alignment committed to the new strategy.

Ericsson had always been a decentralized company. Managers had a good deal

of autonomy; its culture has been driven by consensus. Its top leadership has been

Swedish, as have been many on the executive team. The company has been

managed from the middle. Decisions were not made solely at the top.

Ericsson redesigned executive education to build leadership commitment, skills

and networks to support its new strategy. Seeking new university partners, they

selected the Columbia Business School and co-designed a program with strategy
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development and execution, based on Pietersen’s model, as its centerpiece. Leaders

selected projects linked to strategic priorities. Collaboration throughout the pro-

gram further developed executive networks that were how work got done.

Alignment in execution in a consensus-driven company depends on leaders

working together across global and functional boundaries. The redesigned execu-

tive education programs built a cohort of leaders who shared a common language,

which was reinforced when the Pietersen model became the “official” strategy

model in the company.

Ericsson’s top leaders relentlessly communicated the new strategy and

supported it through changes in strategy development and by setting new

expectations and putting in place new metrics and reward systems. They involved

Ericsson’s top 200 leaders in making sure the right strategy was put in place. They

trusted these leaders to do what was needed to engage others in the organization in

learning and using the new language and model.

Key individual take-aways from executive education developed organizational

capability. Leaders became the engines for modifying and aligning management

practices and systems at the middle level of the company to achieve strategic

priorities. It took a while to build a critical mass, but over time, use of the same

model around the world built a common language, framework, method and tools for

executing on strategy. Examples in this chapter show how leaders adapted the

strategy cycle to the needs of their business units. They also used changes in key

behaviors, measures and rewards to align people for strategy execution.

Ericsson did not seek to change its culture so much as to take advantage of its

strengths and to leverage organizational learning to improve alignment toward

strategic goals. Ericsson grew leaders who were able to collaborate and network

with one another effectively in ways that circumvented some of the challenges that

would otherwise have stood in the way of success.

6.9 System Dynamics: Our Model

Implementing a new strategy always involves the identification and correction of

misalignments. This was especially true in a company such as Ericsson, which had

moved to a more centralized strategy but relied on informal networks and a

consensus culture, rather than structure and hierarchy, for smooth implementation.

The story in this chapter is about how executive education was leveraged to build

internal alignment among leaders, engage their commitment to the new strategy,

and put structures, processes, and mechanisms in place—that leveraged the

Pietersen model, tools and language—to drive the new strategy throughout the

company.

Ericsson had built its reputation on its innovative technology, which in turn was

supported by hiring talent with these capabilities, providing opportunities to inno-

vate, and knitting together operations to support the marketing of products thus
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created. When innovation got ahead of the market, the new CEO set a course that

balanced innovation with optimum alignment. That is, the CEO coupled innovative

capabilities with greater ability to identify and listen to the voice of the customer

and with streamlined operational efficiencies to support focused priorities. The

CEO communicated these priorities well, clearly, and frequently. However, the

apparatus was not fully in place for well-knit, company-wide support. Leaders

would benefit from opportunities to collaborate using a common framework,

tools and language to address the company’s challenges both in the development

program itself and through broader work in the company to drive the new strategy

throughout the organization.

The leadership development program—with its focus on the Strategic Learning

cycle, leadership to support strategy implementation, as well as collaboration and

peer learning from real work challenges surrounding strategy—built and enhanced

alignment among a network of leaders who then called upon one another for help in

addressing their own challenges of strategy implementation.

The company carefully selected leaders to drive strategy, identified challenging

action learning projects linked to the refocused strategy to work on through the

program, helped leaders identify their leadership credo linked to the business

vision, and empowered them to adapt the Pietersen Strategic Learning cycle—

which the company officially adopted as its strategy development and implementa-

tion approach—as they applied what they learned to their business challenges.

Strategy implementation capabilities were thus aligned with the company’s “way

of doing things” and driven more deeply and widely across the organization to

effect strategic priorities. Moreover, the common model and language offered

through the program based on the Pietersen Strategic Learning cycle made it easier

to communicate with one another and with others in the company who were

involved in strategy implementation.

Thus, the program built capabilities, and reinforced, a learning approach to

strategy development and implementation. Leaders learned by experimenting

with new ideas and ways of working, and learned from the process. They used

their insights to improve strategy implementation at Ericsson. The result was

greater alignment in support of clear priorities that were set through conversation

with key stakeholders, including customers, thus ensuring superior insight that

helped Ericsson remain an innovative technology leader in ways that stayed abreast

of the market and increased market share.

Figure 6.2 summarizes key system dynamics in the Ericsson case as reflected in

our model, Strategic Leverage through Learning#.
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Fig. 6.2 Key system dynamics in Ericsson case with schematic of our model (Fig. 2.1) included

for comparison
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