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Migration Management: An Approach for  
Improving Strategy Implementation 
By Gary Getz, Chris Jones, and Pierre Loewe 
 
Most strategies don't deliver the results 

promised
1
. Many line executives explain 

the problem by reminding us that “strat-

egy is easy, but execution is hard.” Often 

they blame failure on marketplace dis-

continuities that render strategies obso-

lete. Arguing their side, most strategists 

contend that creating a differentiated, 

sustainable, winning strategy is the truly 

hard job. In their view, failure is an ex-

ecution issue. 

This argument leads nowhere. A poor 

strategy cannot deliver good results
2
. 

Conversely, a good strategy that is poor-

ly implemented is unlikely to produce 

sustainable competitive advantage. The 

pertinent question is how can companies 

manage both strategy and execution to 

ensure their superior strategy is turned 

into action that achieves its intent? We 

believe the answer is that most compa-

nies need to add a critical activity that 

links strategy development and strategy 

execution: we call this process “migra-

tion management.” 

The challenges of strategy im-

plementation 

Most companies take their business 

planning and capital allocation processes 

seriously. They may even pay proper 

attention both to the engagement and 

mobilization of their people and to the 

alignment of their organization and ca-

pabilities with their strategy, two critical 

pre-conditions for implementation suc-

cess. Yet at many firms, after top man-

agement endorses a strategy, concerted 

action by line management never devel-

ops. Or, a year or so after a strategy is 

communicated company-wide, strategic 

coherency vanishes. Our experience 

across a broad range of companies and 

industries reveals that this usually hap-

pens because companies don't have a 

formal process to manage five critical 

challenges: 

 Synchronizing the long time horizon 

of strategic thinking with the short-

term focus required for action plan-

ning. 

 During business planning, distin-

guishing between strategic “fit” and 

what's most important to do next. 

 Maintaining the distinction between 

strategic ends and tactical means. 

 Balancing constancy of purpose with 

the reality of business cycles and 

market perturbations. 

 Coping with the fact that strategy im-

plementation is both deterministic 

and emergent. 

The process of migration management 

offers a set of tools and practices that 

promotes the linkage between a long-

term strategy and the actions needed to 

achieve it. 

Managing migration: connect-

ing strategy with action 

Why do companies need a process that 

connects strategy and implementation 

plans? First, because strategy formula-

tion and execution operate on such dif-

ferent timetables, a direct leap from stra-

tegic intent to detailed tactics is almost 

impossible to achieve without a guiding 

process. Let's look at how this works in 

practice. 

If done properly, long-term strategy de-

velopment should be performed infre-

quently. In contrast, business planning 

typically operates on an annual cycle. 

Business managers trying to figure out 

what projects are crucial to undertake 

this year typically have only two guide-

lines – long-term aspirations expressed 

as an often overly broad and generic 

vision statement, and a set of very tangi-

ble near-term operating requirements. 

This usually leads them to select initia-

tives that each meet certain hurdles, but 

that, as a set, deliver little progress to-

ward the new strategy. 

To resolve these challenges, migration 

management employs two core perspec-

tives – the future state description con-

siders identity and the migration path 

charts action: 
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 Future state description – Who do we 

want to become by the end of the 

strategic time-frame? 

 Migration path
3
 – What is a plausible 

and coordinated sequence of actions 

that will get us to our desired future 

state? 

 

How is migration management different? 

Migration management improves on conven-

tional strategy implementation approaches 

(which generally build a present-forward 

roadmap of projects that align with strategic 

themes) in a number of ways: 

 It focuses on making stepwise progress 

toward a strategic destination. 

 It utilizes a future-back approach to iden-

tify gaps that must be closed to reach the 

future state we aspire to reach. 

 It identifies the actions that must be taken 

to close these gaps. 

 It sequences these actions over time, 

highlights long lead-time actions, and ex-

plicitly recognizes interdependencies. 

 It makes it easier to respond to unantici-

pated environmental changes, such as a 

severe economic downturn, without ab-

andoning a sound strategy. 

 It makes the assumptions and beliefs un-

derlie the path visible so that implementa-

tion vulnerabilities can be monitored and 

managed.  

The use of these two views in combina-

tion distinguishes migration management 

from conventional strategy implementa-

tion approaches. Migration management 

offers companies the ability to start the 

annual planning process by asking “what 

actions do the gaps between our current 

state and future state suggest?” and 

finish it by asking “if we do these things, 

will we reach our future state?” Desired 

identity – the future state – drives action, 

action enables the achievement of de-

sired identity. 

 

Building the migration path 

Building a migration path involves seven 

steps. 

1. Describe the “future state” 

The first step in migration management 

is the final step in strategy formulation: 

articulating a vivid description of the 

desired future identity for the business. 

A well-drafted future state description 

should address four issues: 

 Who have we become? Specifically, 

what role do we play in our existing 

or re-defined industry, and on which 

bases of competition do we play to 

win? 

 What benefits do we deliver to cus-

tomers and other stakeholders? 

 For what accomplishments are we 

justly famous? 

 What capabilities do we have and 

what future accomplishments do they 

enable? 

The future state is what a knowledgeable 

observer would write if asked to describe 

the successful company and its new 

competencies at the end of the strategy 

time horizon. It is not simply a set of 

quantitative goals and objectives. In-

stead, it looks into the future and de-

scribes how a company has transformed 

and strengthened itself by implementing 

its strategy. As such, it is much different 

from typical vision and mission state-

ments that either lack specificity or con-

fuse means and ends by talking about 

what a company will do rather than what 

it will become. 

2. Identify major gaps between today 

and the future state 

The second step is to draft an initial, 

high-level “migration path” that identi-

fies implementation gaps and appropriate 

gap-closing actions. Using the future 

state as a reference, team members ask, 

“Could we achieve this destination to-

morrow or next week? If not, why not? 

What's missing?” Consider topics in-

cluding capabilities required, market 

presence or customer acceptance needed, 

missing asset positions, technology re-

quirements, critical stakeholder and reg-

ulatory endorsements; everything that 

stands between your firm and the future 

state. Be careful, though, not to jump too 

quickly to specific solutions; for in-

stance, a useful gap statement might be, 

“We lack the commercial capabilities to 

enter new countries.” In contrast, a spe-

cific solution disguised as a gap would 

be, “We need a commercial skills train-

ing course.” 

3. Select gap-closing actions 

Consider a variety of ways of closing 

each gap, and then select a set of gap-

closing programs. In our previous exam-

ple, it may not be clear whether the 

company should institute a commercial 

skills training course or to hire a small 

cadre of commercial experts. In this 

case, it could add a program called “de-

fine optimal approach to commercial 

skill development” to its list. Implemen-

tation tip: Ensure that the list of pro-

grams provides a good mix of learning 

and execution actions. A list with pro-

grams that all contain the words “study” 

or “evaluate” needs a dose of execution 

vitamins! 

‘‘ Migration management employs two core 

perspectives – the ‘future state’ description considers 

identity and the ‘migration path’ charts action.”
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4. Group the actions into four to six 

themes or clusters 

These clusters will depend heavily on the 

extent and nature of the differences be-

tween a company's current position and 

its future state, and also vary by compa-

ny and industry. For instance, clusters 

for a major retailer included category 

and product mix changes and distribu-

tion channel reconfiguration. For a man-

ufacturer, critical clusters emerged 

around core technology development and 

transformation of the portfolio of manu-

facturing locations. 

5. Sequence the action steps within 

each cluster 

Ask yourself: What is the very first thing 

we should do? What is the last action 

needed to close the final gap? What steps 

require long lead times? Build a se-

quenced path of actions for each cluster 

and then combine them into an overall 

migration path (see example in exhibit 

1). This is a plausible sequence of major 

actions that takes us from where we are 

today to where we plan to be. 

6. Check overall consistency and in-

terdependencies 

As you map the overall path, pay par-

ticular attention to interdependencies in 

each sub-path and to consistency across 

paths. For each sub-path, ensure that the 

actions are in a logical sequence – for 

example, that you don't have a situation 

where before you can implement action 

4, you need to have completed action 6. 

7. Develop the future state and migra-

tion path for divisions and functions 

A migration path for divisions and key 

functions must then be developed to en-

sure goal alignment and consistency of 

progress across the enterprise. They are 

derived by asking: what has this division 

or function become in the future state? 

The approach also applies to support 

functions. For example, at one major 

client, the public affairs, HR, research, 

and information technology groups de-

rived early actions needed to support 

planned entries into new markets by 

starting from the higher level migration 

path. 

Using migration to guide the 

development of the annual plan 

and budget 

The next step is to tackle the annual 

planning and budgeting process – the 

process during which resource allocation 

decisions are made. What new projects 

(or initiatives or investments) will you 

fund? What projects under way will you 

discontinue, slow down, or accelerate? 

What planned projects will you discard 

or reshape? 

The work you have done developing 

migration paths gives you a big head 

start. The migration path and future state 

help you ensure that the actions you are 

planning to take will generate sufficient 

progress toward the strategic destination. 

They also help you screen and eliminate 

strategically misaligned actions. 

To accomplish this, team leaders need to 

define an intermediate future state con-

sistent with the planning horizon: if 

we're going to be the company we aspire 

to be 10 years from now, what identity 

must we have three years from now? 

You should expect that the intermediate 

identity looks considerably more like the 

current state than the future state, which 

is one of the strengths of the migration 

approach. Planning systems not based on 

migration have a very difficult time ba-

lancing persistence and change, precisely 

because they do not have a view of the 

longer-term journey or of the interme-

diate future state. Using a migration-

based approach, it becomes much easier 

to decide, for instance, that certain initia-

tives, while important, should be done in 

year six, not in year one. 

With the intermediate future state and 

the overall map as your guides, you can 

translate the migration path programs 

into specific projects and initiatives. In 

Exhibit 1 –Migration Path for Major Retailer
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some cases, migration path programs can 

be directly transferred to the planning 

process. However, some programs may 

need to be broken up into actionable 

chunks. In theory, selection of actions is 

simple – if a project contributes to the 

achievement of the intermediate future 

state and the related migration path pro-

grams, it should be a strong candidate for 

funding. Otherwise – unless of course it 

is required to meet regulatory require-

ments or similar mandates – it should 

never see the light of day. But stopping 

or slowing down projects is always diffi-

cult – be prepared for resistance, and 

make good use of the future state as a 

guiding statement during resource allo-

cation discussions. 

Be sure to layout defined initiatives – 

actions for which you can define timing, 

accountability, resources, and milestones 

(including operational, commercial, ca-

pability-building, and strategic learning 

goals). Exhibit 2 illustrates the high level 

translation process. 

After the initial projects are rolled up 

into a preliminary business plan and 

budget comes the all-important calibra-

tion step. Will the collective set of initia-

tives for this migration path deliver the 

intermediate future state? If not, what 

additional actions are needed? Look 

across divisions and functions to identify 

significant gaps or areas of overlap. Tim-

ing this review is critical; it should be 

held when plan content is well devel-

oped, yet early enough in the process to 

allow changes to be implemented. 

Migration in a turbulent world 

A great advantage of the migration man-

agement approach is that it is dynamic. 

Once a business has a view of its desired 

destination and a plausible path, it can 

adjust both as it learns more or as exter-

nal conditions change. In the current 

economic downturn, many companies 

that use the migration approach are opt-

ing for flex-

ibility – that 

is, retaining 

their future 

state aspirations and 

the intended paths, 

but stretching the 

timing of the path 

(and changing their 

intermediate future 

states accordingly) to 

reflect resource con-

straints. They can 

explain clearly to 

employees and stake-

holders that their 

constancy of purpose 

remains and at the 

same time they are 

able to adjust the 

pace of implementa-

tion to reflect eco-

nomic realities and 

business disruptions. A clear migration 

path also allows them to stay the course 

with long lead-time strategic actions that 

might otherwise fall victim to budget 

cutbacks. 

Other companies plan cyclicality directly 

into their migration thinking by identify-

ing programs such as facility acquisi-

tions that should be accelerated in down 

cycles. Everyone talks about “buy low, 

sell high,” but it is very difficult to ex-

ecute within most corporations. With a 

clear migration story, it becomes much 

simpler to illustrate why in tough times 

certain actions should be postponed and 

others, including some investments, ac-

celerated within the context of a multi-

year journey to the future state. 

Reconciling the deterministic 

and emergent aspects of  

strategy 

Migration-based implementation is adap-

tive. In our work, we regularly encounter 

two points of view: 

Exhibit 2 –Converting the high level migration path into specific business plan initiatives

‘‘ With the intermediate future state and the overall 

map as your guides, you can translate the migration 

path programs into specific projects and initiatives.”
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 “We can't plan for a future that 

doesn't exist” (and its corollary, “The 

world is so uncertain that we can only 

take steps that have low downside 

risks in a large number of scena-

rios”); and 

 “If we study any strategic problem 

hard enough, we can know the right 

answer with certainty – so we can't 

act until we're sure” (or, “Strategy is 

a long-term deterministic business 

plan”) 

There is a middle ground between chaos 

and decision paralysis; migration man-

agement recognizes that there are both 

deterministic and emergent aspects of 

strategy and its implementation, and 

incorporates both. Few future states or 

migration paths are likely to play out 

exactly as initially written. Even so, they 

provide an aiming point and plausible 

path so companies can begin to execute 

early actions in which they have high 

confidence, and design learning experi-

ments or institute signpost monitoring to 

buy options on other, less certain ele-

ments of the path. 

While having a destination and direction 

is essential to making progress, all strat-

egies contain much that is simply not 

knowable in advance. The process of 

migration management allows managers 

to learn along the way, and with periodic 

refreshes they can adjust the migration 

path, tweak the future state, and update 

their underlying point of view rather than 

making the too-common error of rushing 

back to fundamental strategy reformula-

tion. 

 

 

 

 

Migration management: cohe-

rent implementation 

Migration management is the missing 

link in many companies” abilities to 

convert strategy into coherent and lasting 

action. By creating and properly using 

clear statements of desired future identi-

ty and sequenced, interrelated paths of 

action programs within management 

processes oriented toward learning and 

adaptation, companies have been able to 

overcome the dilemmas and challenges 

associated with traditional approaches to 

strategy implementation.  

Notes 

1. Kaplan and Norton in „„Mastering the manage-

ment system,‟‟ Harvard Business Review, January 

2008 assert that „„various studies in the past 25 

years indicate that 60 percent to 80 percent of 

companies fall short of the success predicted from 

their new strategies.‟‟ Mankins and Steele in 

„„Turning great strategy into great performance,‟‟ 

Harvard Business Review, July-August 2005 state 

that „„companies on average deliver only 63 per-

cent of the financial performance their strategies 

promise.‟‟ 

2. Lawrence Hrebiniak, in Making Strategy Work, 

Wharton School Publishing, 2005, describes a 

survey of obstacles to strategy execution that he 

conducted with over 400 managers. Poor or vague 

strategy was one of the top obstacles identified, 

leading him to state „„bad strategy begets poor 

execution and poor outcomes.‟‟ 

3. Hamel and Prahalad, in Competing for the Fu-

ture, Harvard Business School Press, 1994, origi-

nally described the use of migration paths in mak-

ing progress toward a long-term strategy. 

 

 

 

 

Case: a major energy company 

Over the past four years, multiple divisions 

and functions of a Fortune 10 corporation 

have adopted the future state/migration path 

approach to strategy management. Key driv-

ers of success included: 

1. Active involvement of all members of the 

relevant executive team in developing 

each strategy and future state description. 

2. Development of shared statements of be-

lief about the external future and internal 

capabilities. 

3. Applying strategies to lower levels of 

each business and applying migration 

paths. 

4. Significant re-design of the business 

planning and performance monitoring 

processes to link them directly to migra-

tion, including: 

 A program of milestone management 

that includes operational, commercial, 

capability, and strategic learning mi-

lestones. 

 Inclusion of migration milestones and 

migration process accountability in 

executive incentive compensation 

plans. 

 Annual updates of the external view 

that incorporate implementation les-

sons learned. 

 Identification and monitoring of un-

certainties and vulnerabilities asso-

ciated with the migration path. 

The experience of this company and of others 

that have adopted this approach has also 

identified some pitfalls: 

 Management team turnover can easily 

result in loss of a shared point of view 

and lost implementation momentum. 

 A focus on exception management is 

needed to avoid getting lost in a blizzard 

of migration management milestones and 

signposts. 

 While the migration path should be com-

prehensive, strategy communication mes-

sages must be simple; employees can be 

baffled by „„migration-speak.‟‟ 

 The migration path can begin to seem de-

terministic; taking a too rigid view of mi-

gration creates a significant risk of being 

blind-sided by changing circumstances. 
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