Leadership And The Successful Balanced Scorecard

One of the most frequently asked questions from managers in government agencies, is “How do we get our executives to participate in the development of our Balanced Scorecard.” This questions is insightful in that managers and staff who have been assigned to work on Balanced Scorecard projects know the critical need for executive involvement and leadership in the development of the strategies that are articulated in their Balanced Scorecard. This paper discusses the apparent resistance factor of some executives and the resulting danger of their lack of involvement, as well as phenomenal advantages reaped by organizations that are able to garner the executive support and leadership needed to implement a strategic management system like the Balanced Scorecard.

The Need For Strong Leadership

Perhaps it goes without saying that leadership and executive involvement is required for success on almost any major project imagined. Information Technologists know that the cardinal rule in large-scale system-development projects is leadership and executive support. A sure way to kill a well-intentioned automation project is to convince leadership that the project is not needed. Even the best technical knowledge, the most rational business case, the clearest project plan, and sufficient financial support will not overcome the leadership barrier. MBA programs are filled with case studies of failed projects that appear to have “all the right ingredients”. Government agencies spend billions of dollars on projects that are doomed to failure.

On the other hand, we have all seen projects succeed in spite of huge barriers. These projects are frequently understaffed, have no clear business case and are under-funded, yet they succeed. The primary difference in many cases is the leadership and the executive participation on these projects.

Like system development projects, development of a Balanced Scorecard requires the support and attention of the organization for which the Scorecard is being created. After all, strategy development is an executive process requiring a top-down articulation of the organization’s mission and the current leadership vision. If the executives and leaders are not involved in the development of this strategy, the resulting products (such as the strategic plan and the Balanced Scorecard) will not be used. The development process will be seen as an end in itself that taxes the organization with little or no benefit.

For organizations whose executives and leaders have involvement in development of strategy and a Balanced Scorecard, the framework is typically embraced and used by these same executives as a way to manage the organization to fulfillment of the strategic plan.

Apparent Executive Resistance

When a Balanced Scorecard project is initiated and sponsored by an organization’s executives, there is a greater chance for success because, by definition, the project has the buy-in at the top levels and the project is given the needed visibility and attention. It is when the Balanced Scorecard is initiated and sponsored at lower levels of the organization that resistance is sometimes seen. If the readers have knowledge of current research on the subject of “Resistance to Change”, they will find that executives and leaders are no different from the rest of the workforce with regard to what appears to be “resistance”. The research suggests that what all humans “resist” is not “change”, but change that is imposed on them. Therefore if the executives and leaders appear to “resist” participation in the development of their strategic planning or Balanced Scorecard project, they are actually resisting a change they feel is being imposed on them by the middle managers or by the Balanced Scorecard project members. It would seem that in at least some cases, executives would embrace a management system such as the Balanced Scorecard only if it was their idea.

No Substitute For Strong Leadership

Almost every employee survey ever created asks employees to reveal their feelings about what would solve organization problems. It is typical for most employees to suggest the need for “stronger leadership”. This suggestion articulates the frustration of middle managers and staff regarding what seems to be the lack of clear direction and concise decision making that most employees associate with leadership or executive roles. Many of these executives do, in fact, have a clear direction and have made hundreds of difficult decisions. So why the employee criticism? The real problem is that executives frequently do not articulate their direction or decisions to the rest of the organization. Executives, like everyone one else, want the approval of their employees and colleagues. It is risky to communicate unpopular decisions or directions to an organization where these decisions or directions may be challenged.

So what do these leadership issues have to do with the Balanced Scorecard? And further, how are these issues related to the success or failure of a Balanced Scorecard project? The answer lies in the fact that the Balanced Scorecard acts as a “mirror” held up to the organization. The mirror reflects the strengths of the organization, and also the weaknesses. In the context of a Balanced Scorecard Management System, these strengths and weaknesses are reflected to the entire organization. Many executives are hesitant to openly show this “reflection” to lower organization levels. Thus middle managers and staff are left with the feeling that decisions have not been made and that a clear direction does not exist. It seems that some executives are more fearful of being criticized by employees for making “bad” decisions than for “lacking strong leadership.” In addition, a few of these executives do not see any advantage of changing from the existing management system to a more strategic management system such as the Balanced Scorecard.

It should be noted that some executives are not fearful of communicating decisions throughout the organization, no matter the criticism. These executives are more likely to appreciate what they see in the (Balanced Scorecard) mirror. In addition, these executives are less likely to “personalize” what they see in this mirror and are more likely to use the Balanced Scorecard to make the changes needed to implement needed improvements.

Managing The Executive Involvement

We have concluded that executive involvement and leadership is necessary to the development and implementation of a Balanced Scorecard. We have also concluded that some executives will choose not to be involved and they not offer the needed leadership to ensure a positive outcome to the organization’s efforts in the implementation of a strategic management system. We must, therefore, ask ourselves if we can persuade executives to become involved or if we can implement a Balanced Scorecard without this involvement.

Some executives have been persuaded that participation is both useful and positive by middle managers or by Balanced Scorecard team members. The level of effort involved in persuading “resistant “ executives should not be underestimated and is not without risk. If executives cannot be persuaded, project participants may be placed in the unenviable position of “defending” the Balanced Scorecard to the lower levels of the organization with little or no support. The remainder of this section offers summaries of two agencies whose middle managers were able to convince executives to participate in Balanced Scorecard efforts.

Case #1: A Federal (Civilian) agency recently assigned a new director to manage a major portion of its organization where numerous problems had been identified in the past. The new director proposed using the Balanced Scorecard to identify and implement the needed changes, however the agency administrator was skeptical about the usefulness of the Balanced Scorecard and about the amount of staff time required for the development process. The new director invested nearly nine months in researching the issues and high profile problems identified by the agency administrator as “critical” or “high priority”. Using the Balanced Scorecard framework, he then briefed the administrator on some solutions and on the “cause and effect” relationship between these issues. The administrator adopted these solutions and suggested that the new director use the same methodology to resolve other major problems within the agency.

Case #2: A Federal (DOD) organization had received severe criticism from GAO, 0MB and the Inspector General. A civilian senior manager who was part of the Senior Executive Service (SES) managed one portion of this organization. The General (who was recently assigned the executive leadership role in the command) tasked this senior manager with answering and correcting the issues of criticism from GAO, OMB and the Inspector General. After some research on approaches, the senior manager decided to propose the Balanced Scorecard methodology to the General in a briefing. Although the General expressed skepticism, he approved the plan proposed by the senior manager. Recent reports from GAO and OMB sighted the improvements and corrections made since the prior reports. The General has asked the senior manager to implement the techniques he used throughout the command.

