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Books Worth Reading:  Analysis, Insights and Opinions from Thought Leaders Network 

“Execution IS the Strategy” by Laura Stack is an excellent read for anyone in the leadership or 
management business. Stack’s primary focus is on how to execute strategy in a constantly 
evolving environment where long-term planning seemingly goes out the window after a 
couple of months. She makes the case that strategy can still be implemented but more so with 
a vision and left and right limits as opposed to concrete goals and deadlines.  

I found her ideas excellent and thought-provoking. I recommend this book to my peers and subordinates, especially the 
self-evaluation tests to determine how one can improve his/her leadership.  I had my subordinates conduct the self-
assessment for a professional development session.  

My notes for the book are as follows: 
Stack lays down the foundation for her later arguments with the idea that strategy has 4 premises: 

o Interdependency – Strategy and tactics are part of the same over-arching process, with an inherent relationship
o Fluidity – Strategy must be more flexible in its tactics now than in the past
o Speed – Strategy must be executed more quickly than ever before to be effective
o Validity – Strategy must still be appropriate and strong, or none of the first three premises matters.1

- “The best leaders have a vision for the future, which arrives daily. To quickly implement great ideas, you must do 
these two things well: 
o Identify the strategic priorities that will drive the business forward
o Take action on them by quickly leveraging your people and resources”2

1 Lara Stack. Execution is the Strategy: How Leaders Achieve Maximum Results in Minimum Time (San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler 
2014), 3. 
2 Ibid., 10.  
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Book Notes:  Analysis and Insights about Execution is the Strategy by Laura Stack 

Stack makes a great point here in that the best leaders constantly keep their future vision in mind and have to 
ensure that their vision is in line with their strategic priorities, so that actions have the desired consequence. It has 
never been so important for leaders to maintain a vision of their organization so that they can continually refine 
guidance and direct action.  

 
- Stack’s last point before jumping into the meat of the book is that: “…there are no shortages of good ideas, it’s 

not about who has the best ideas, it’s about who executes their good ideas the best.”3  This is not a new idea, but 
when coupled with her ideas on leader visions, strategic objectives, and the 4 premises of strategy it leads to an 
excellent set of premises upon which to make her argument/point.  
 

- Stack’s four keys to efficient strategic execution form the acronym LEAD (These are also the 4 areas one can 
conduct a self-assessment at the link above to determine strengths and weaknesses): 
 

o Leverage – Do you have the right people and drivers in place to achieve your strategic priorities – 
ones that allow you to execute your strategy when the rubber meets the road? If not then you 
have a talent/resource issue. 

o Environment – Do you have the organizational atmosphere, practices, and culture that will allow 
your employees to easily support your strategic priorities? If not you have a cultural/engagement 
issue 

o Alignment – Do your team members’ daily activities move them toward the accomplishment of 
the organization’s ultimate goals? If not you have a communication/productivity issue. 

o Drive – Are your organization’s leaders, teams, and employees agile enough to move quickly 
once the first three pieces of this list are in place? If not, you have a speed/agility issue.4  

These are not necessarily “the” answers for the efficient ways to efficiently execute strategy, but they are a great 
place to start and break down four essential areas of leadership. Great leaders will never master all four, but will 
need to recognize their weaknesses and strengths in order to bolster their weaknesses.  

 
- “You may not have time for strategic planning…but you should always make the time to build an organizational 

culture that’s adept at strategic execution.”5 A major issue I see in organizations is that leaders do not 
concentrate on the future. They have bland vision statements that sound great but are truly hollow, and they 
discuss changing an organizational culture, but then get bogged down in day to day activities and forget about 
big picture thinking.  
 
This is an issue I have to continually fight, but I have my vision and all of my sub-section visions posted on my 
door, as well as in different areas of my company, so I am continually reminded of thinking towards the future 
and to ensure each section’s leaders are doing the same. I recognize that the higher I go in an organization, the 
more difficult it will be to change an organizational culture. But, it is one of the most important aspects of 
leadership; long after one has left an organization people will not remember your accomplishments, but rather 
what systems and values you had in place, and what type of reputation your organization had under your 
leadership. 

3 Ibid., 11. 
4 Ibid, 12.  
5 Ibid., 15.  
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- Stack has a great section on being a mentor.  Her main point is that a great leader teaches a mentee how to 
think, not what to think.6 This is something I have been doing with some of my mentees. I provide them different 
books and decision making models so that they can get an idea of different thought processes used in the realm 
of leadership/management. I ensure that I give subordinates the tools, rather than giving them the answer. There 
are times when I make a mistake. When that happens, I bring people into my office to let them know I screwed 
up and took power away from them. One of the hardest parts of being a leader is being a mentor and doing it 
well.  
 

- “Culture is not a goal to be mandated; it’s the outcome of a collective set of behaviors and unwritten ground 
rules you’ve inadvertently created or enabled over the years.”7 Dedicate yourself to developing and rewarding 
desired behaviors, and let those rules guide your team as they meet change head on. Changing culture does not 
happen overnight and it takes time. In many organizations people want to see results right away, which is why 
shifting culture is much easier to espouse than accomplish. Often organizations end up treating symptoms of the 
problem and not the root cause, which I think is delaying the shift in organizational culture in the Army.   
 

- “Developing built-in flexibility may sound challenging, but it doesn’t necessarily require increased complexity. 
Your best bet is to build robust systems that cover a wide range of possibilities.”8 This idea is the same as Taleb 
espouses in “AntiFragile”; a great organization isn’t just resilient but rather thrives on uncertainty, 
unpredictability, and the unknown. The challenge of effectively running an organization is to not only prepare for 
how to be the best at what you do, but to be the best at what you do under the worst possible conditions.  
 

- Stack then goes into great detail how to put together a strategic and operational plan.9 I am going to use her 
model and put some products together and see if it helps me as a leader. I believe it will help take my leadership 
and my organization to the next level.  

 
This book is excellent. I think the author perhaps used too many acronyms throughout and watered down some of 

her main points, but it doesn’t make those points any less effective. This will be added to the stack of books on my desk 
that I reference, lend out for Soldiers and leaders to read, and peruse for new ideas when I am confronted with routine 
and challenging decisions.  

 
  

6 Ibid., 53-54.  
7 Ibid., 89.  
8 Ibid., 101.  
9 Ibid., 136-160  
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About James Torrence 
 

James Torrence is a Featured Contributor of book notes, insightful opinions and leadership summaries for 
Thought Leaders Network.  He currently serves as Captain in the U.S. Army and is a graduate of West Point.  
He was deployed twice to Afghanistan and was awarded the 2013 Armed Forces Communication and 
Electronics Association (AFCEA) IT Leadership Award (With Decisive Bravery) for the U.S. Army for actions 
performed during his second deployment. He earned two Master’s Degrees in his spare time since joining the 
military and is a Lean Six Sigma Black Belt. 
 
The thoughts and opinions expressed by James Torrence in this analysis and posted on the Thought Leaders Network site 
are his own and are not representative of the U.S. Army. 
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