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Aligning SBUs with 
corporate strategy
Using a four step process, Dr. Muneer shows how CEOs 
can increase alignment across the business with a focus 
on achieving the core strategic objectives

Dr. M. Muneer
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W
hile strategy 
gets formulated 
at the top, it 
gets executed at 

the bottom. It is also impor-
tant that leadership team 
engages business heads, 
support unit heads and 
other stakeholders for the 
success of  the enterprise 
strategy. Without alignment 
of  all these different groups 
with the enterprise strat-
egy, it is not possible to drive 
execution excellence.

When nine out of  ten 
organizations fail to achieve 

their internally set objec-
tives, it is clear that leader-
ship teams have failed in 
getting horizontal and verti-
cal alignment within. This is 
all the more challenging in a 
post-corona economy, which 
brings in many more chal-
lenges, and there is nothing 
more important than your 
strategy and its meticulous 
execution.

When everyone under-
stands his or her role in 
executing the strategy, and 
when business unit lead-
ers create synergies – unex-

pected opportunities to 
generate results that benefit 
the participating units and 
the overall organization, 
true alignment is achieved. 
I am sharing, for the first 
time, the secrets of  achiev-
ing alignment, based on 
years of  work at various 
organizations globally.

Most CEOs do not under-
stand what it takes to 
bring in true alignment. In 
true alignment, each SBU 
supports the strategy of  
the unit above it and also 
the strategy of  its peer 

In the contribu-
tory technique, 
each cascaded 
scorecard 
contains trans-
lated but congru-
ent objectives that 
clearly support 
the larger enter-
prise objective
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units. Which means it is an 
activity that is both verti-
cal and horizontal. Verti-
cal alignment is when your 
SBU supports the strat-
egy of  the unit above you, 
and the units below yours 
support your unit. We do 
this through cascading of  
objectives. Horizontal align-
ment between peer units 
is achieved by integrat-
ing shared objectives. I will 
present practical steps for 
vertical alignment in this 
column and the horizontal 
alignment techniques in the 
next.

We use four stages to 
achieve vertical alignment 
or cascading. First, we 
define the organizational 
position by clarifying where 
a business unit fits in hori-
zontally and vertically. What 
is its relationship to the 
units below and above? Does 
it have to collaborate with 
any peer units? Second, we 
create an alignment action 
agenda to implement cascad-
ing and integration. Third, 
we use appropriate tools to 
action it and finally drive 
a communication plan 
to sustain the alignment 
efforts.

With alignment, lead-
ers can create tremendous 
value for the organization 
in terms of  building syner-
gies, better resource utiliza-
tion, deeper understanding 
of  employee regular work 
to strategy and increased 
communication effective-
ness.

Case example
An engineering company that 
designs, builds, manages and 
maintains oilrigs approached 
us for better alignment 
given that its strategic chal-
lenges were many. It has five 
independent entities (each 
supplies a unique service 
to the customers and to the 
parent company), and they 
have silos between them, with 
each having its own customers 
some of whom are common 
but these entities didn’t realize 
that. Inefficiency, duplication 
and confusion were the results 
of these challenges. The 
company struggled with rising 
costs and increasing competi-
tion.

We suggested breaking 
the silos between the busi-
ness units and offering inte-
grated solutions for a seamless 
customer experience. The stra-
tegic objectives were derived 
from this and a strategy map 
was developed. 

This was then cascaded into 
the five operating business 
units vertically. This resulted 
in each SBU knowing which 
objectives it has to focus on 
in order to deliver a seamless 
experience to customers.

The corporate strategy 
objectives with metrics were 
cascaded to a set of objectives 
and metrics to the business 
units and acted as a basis

for SBU managers to measure, 
monitor and manage better.

We formed a cross-business 
units team to debate two issues: 
how is it for customers to do busi-
ness with our five SBUs and what 
customer needs are to be me at 
each stage of our value chain and 
how to coordinate between the 
SBUs to meet then. We encour-
aged them to express customer 
needs in the words of custom-
ers and not what the unit heads 
thought. That helped achieve a 
better clarity for unit heads to align.

By cascading, the SBUs collabo-
rated to develop a new profitable 
offering – Integrated Solutions – 
that became 35% of their revenues 
within two years, started finishing 
integrated projects before time 
and below budgets, and started 
getting several new customers 
across the world.

Corporate 
Strategy 
map/ 
Scorecard

Business unit scorecards develop 
objectives that contribute to the 
corporate strategy, but may not 
be indentical

With alignment, leaders can create 
tremendous value for the organiza-
tion in terms of building synergies, 
better resource utilization, deeper 
understanding of employee regu-
lar work to strategy and increased 
communication effectiveness
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Four stages to 
cascading
By cascading strategy map 
and scorecards to various 
levels, the top management 
can enable alignment of  
activities to the core strate-
gic objectives of  the higher 
units. That way, leaders at 
each level support the over-
all enterprise vision.

 
Stage 1  What’s your organi-

zational position?
Where does your SBU fit 
in the vertical chain of  

command? You can start 
with checking if  your ogani-
zation resembles function-
ally singular or integrated, 
or purely a fund allocator. 
Which business units do you 
report to and which ones 
report to you?

Check also for similar role 
business units. Whether 
they are like the branches of  

a bank or completely differ-
ent roles based on lines of  
business.

The above diagram will 
give you an idea on the posi-
tion of  organization and 
possible cascading method, 
with indicative examples.

Stage 2  What’s your action 
plan?
An action plan to cascade 
should cover the follow-
ing: Intended time frame 
by which the cascading 
of  scorecards should be 
completed, the way in which 
the subordinate scorecards 
are made (one at a time or 
together?) and the degree of  
independence to be given to 
each SBU in developing the 
cascaded scorecards. 

In any case, the following 
elements of  the scorecards 
are mandatory for all subor-
dinate ones: themes, objec-
tives, metrics and initia-
tives that are handed down 
from the enterprise strategy 

Formal commu-
nication up and 
down the enter-
prise will help 
sustain the verti-
cal alignment 
efforts

Corporate role in the cascading process 
depends upon corporate type

TATA Group

Wipro

SBI

Taj Hotels

Cafe Coffee Day

Mahindra Holidays

Tata Motors
HPCL

Private Equity
Firm

Cascading Method

Cascading Approach

Passive Role
(Holding Company)

Independent

Active Role
(Holding Company)

IdenticalLinked

Source: CustomerLab
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along with some elements of  
corporate values, etc.

Stage 3  What techniques to 
use?
What best cascading tech-
nique is suited for the 
cascading depends on 
the process of  identify-
ing mandatory elements 
required for each Strategic 
Business Unit (SBU) and 
subunits. The three tech-
niques we use are Shared, 
Contributory and Hybrid, 
and each of  these will have 
the cascading as shown in 
the above picture.

In the shared technique, 
typically if  you are a bank 
or hotel, the objectives at 
the corporate level will be 
almost identical and will 
be mandatory. For example, 
most of  the objectives and 
metrics of  a hotel group like 
the Taj will be shared across 
its various properties but 
targets will vary.

Objective cascade methods overview

Corporate

Identical
 Same objectives

Contributory
 Translated, but congruent 
 objectives

New
 Unique objectives that do 
not link directly to the parent

Business Unit

Source: CustomerLab

In the contributory tech-
nique, each cascaded score-
card contains translated but 
congruent objectives that 
clearly support the larger 
enterprise objective. This 
technique is used when 
fewer scorecard elements 
have been mandated, but 
the higher organization still 

wants to enforce clear lines 
of  alignment. An exam-
ple of  a translated objec-
tive is an HR scorecard. HR 
contributes to the overall 
business objective of  “retain 
high performance talent” 
through an internal process 
objective called "recruit 
quality employees.” This 
objective provides a much 
more specific description of  
how HR contributes.

In the hybrid tech-
nique, some objectives are 
shared with those on the 
larger enterprise's score-
card. Others are not iden-
tical, but are translated, 
or new customized for 
the SBU. The hybrid tech-
nique is used when very 
few scorecard elements 
have been mandated. To 
support a corporate objec-
tive to  “sustain the busi-
ness”, HR may have an 
objective of  “building excel-
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Muneer, as Managing Director of 
CustomerLab Solutions and Co-Founder 
of the non-profit Medici Institute, helps 
organizations align strategy with people 
and processes. Contact him at muneer@
customerlab.biz 

lence in training programs” 
while IT department may 
have “reducing downtime of  
systems” as an objective.

The above figure depicts a 
cascaded scorecard that has 
used all the techniques.

Stage 4  How do you 
sustain the cascading?
Formal communication up 
and down the enterprise 
will help sustain the verti-
cal alignment efforts, and 
for this, common objectives 
between the enterprise and 
your SBU as well as yours 
and those of  the subordi-
nate business units will play 
a key role. Even if  there is a 
leadership change, the conti-
nuity will not be lost. 

Example of a cascaded scorecard

The communication must 
be ongoing and systematic. 
When we work with clients, 
we provide guidance on 
holding periodic approval 
meetings and performance 
review meetings. In fact, we 
conduct a few of  these meet-
ings ourselves to make them 
form a habit. 

In the approval meetings, 
which could be monthly or 
quarterly, we get the leaders 
directly one-above to ensure 
that the SBU’s scorecard 
continues to stay aligned 
with the enterprise score-
card. The review meetings 
are conducted with subor-
dinate business units to 
ensure that their scorecards 
are aligned with the SBU 

and also to show commit-
ment to the cascading 
process.

Cascading drives the enter-
prise to achieve alignment 
vertically. However, the hori-
zontal alignment will require 
another process called Inte-
gration. Same-level business 
units within your enterprise 
can coordinate the objec-
tives through integration 
and shared objectives, which 
we shall discuss in the next 
column. 

L
e

a
d

e
r

s
h

i
p


