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Abstract: The idea of sustainable development has been present in the field of management for
many years, yet the challenges and rules of contemporary business mean that it remains topical.
At the same time, the results of much research indicates an unsatisfactory level of execution of
development concepts. Due to this, the subject of the study encompasses the implementation of
the idea of sustainability in the strategy execution process, lending it a holistic and balanced nature.
The purpose of the paper is an examination of the relationship between strategy implementation
and the effectiveness of the strategy execution process. The relationships between the perspectives
defined and results obtained by organizations were investigated. The research demonstrated the
existence of a positive correlation of varied intensity. It is thus possible to identify a positive
influence of the integration of the idea of sustainability with strategy execution, which is reflected
in the effectiveness of activities undertaken.
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1. Introduction

An increasing pressure to ensure productivity and effectiveness forces companies to improve
their management systems, making them ever more complex. Confirmation of this trend is visible
in the implementation of holistic management models which emphasize the need to concentrate
on the high quality of the functionality of their components [1]. It is thus possible to find
recommendations referring to the sustainable design of the strategic management process in the
literature. Sustainability is defined as a concept of the holistic perspective of development integrated
with organizational goals, internal incentives and evaluation systems, and organizational decision
support systems [2]. Sustainable strategic management is an effect of the natural evolution of
strategic thinking towards meeting expectations placed by the environment [3]. An ever greater
number of organizations have therefore begun to notice that the idea of sustainability is becoming
a natural element of their actions and not an issue separated from a strategy being executed [4].
Additionally, as some of the research results prove, it is a factor leading to a reduction in risk
accompanying the strategy realization [5]. It results not only in a change in perspective and
perception of organizing the strategy implementation process, but also indicates the need for an
integration of its aspect [6]. It is described in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Strategy implementation process (including the sustainability concept). Source: own work 
based on [7]. 

Despite application advantages, sustainability is still rarely combined with strategic 
management [8]. The objective of this work is an examination of the relationships between sustainable 
strategy implementation and the effectiveness of the strategy execution process. On the basis of the 
literature, sustainable strategy implementation has been defined using seven perspectives: 
leadership, strategy, employees, corporate values, resources, tools and processes. The effectiveness 
of strategy execution, however, comprises both the level to which the strategic aims established are 
achieved and income dynamics. 

As some of the authors indicate, the discipline of strategic management evolves in the direction 
of a comprehensive and systematic approach, while openness to differentiation and complexity is 
becoming the domain of those organizations that demonstrate efficacy and consistency in the 
realization of development concepts devised [9]. It is worth mentioning that the decisions connected 
with the aspect of sustainability are treated as strategic decisions reflected in the strategy itself as well 
as in the corporate culture and values [10,11]. In this context, the idea of sustainability, based on 
continuity, flexibility and comprehensiveness, is becoming of key importance [12]. This 
comprehensiveness and balance should characterize the perspectives forming a strategy 
implementation process. Various approaches to their definition may be adopted, beginning with 
standard elements of the concept of sustainability [6], through an approach derived from the concept 
of the Balanced Scorecard [13] or Total Quality Management [14], to the use of models depicting key 
aspects of the strategy execution process [15] or approaches based on them, for instance 
distinguishing systems, people and programs [16]. For this article, we chose those which combine the 
approaches mentioned above and form a comprehensive set of elements of a varied nature, which is 
considered to be a condition for efficacy in the realization of the idea of sustainability [17]. In order 
to speak of sustainable strategy implementation, it is necessary to accept a strategic approach [18] 
guaranteeing that the concept of sustainability is an integrated part of a strategic management process 
[19]. This means that it is essential to incorporate it at three levels—the normative (corporate values, 
employees, leadership) [20], the strategic (strategy, goals) [21] and the operational (processes, 
resources, tools) [22]. 

The first of the perspectives described contains the element naturally associated with 
sustainability: corporate values. Taking actions which serve the promotion of basic rules and ensuring 
their cohesion with the vision is a complement to a sustainable strategy execution process. It is an 
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Despite application advantages, sustainability is still rarely combined with strategic
management [8]. The objective of this work is an examination of the relationships between sustainable
strategy implementation and the effectiveness of the strategy execution process. On the basis
of the literature, sustainable strategy implementation has been defined using seven perspectives:
leadership, strategy, employees, corporate values, resources, tools and processes. The effectiveness
of strategy execution, however, comprises both the level to which the strategic aims established are
achieved and income dynamics.

As some of the authors indicate, the discipline of strategic management evolves in the direction
of a comprehensive and systematic approach, while openness to differentiation and complexity
is becoming the domain of those organizations that demonstrate efficacy and consistency in the
realization of development concepts devised [9]. It is worth mentioning that the decisions connected
with the aspect of sustainability are treated as strategic decisions reflected in the strategy itself
as well as in the corporate culture and values [10,11]. In this context, the idea of sustainability,
based on continuity, flexibility and comprehensiveness, is becoming of key importance [12].
This comprehensiveness and balance should characterize the perspectives forming a strategy
implementation process. Various approaches to their definition may be adopted, beginning with
standard elements of the concept of sustainability [6], through an approach derived from the
concept of the Balanced Scorecard [13] or Total Quality Management [14], to the use of models
depicting key aspects of the strategy execution process [15] or approaches based on them, for instance
distinguishing systems, people and programs [16]. For this article, we chose those which combine the
approaches mentioned above and form a comprehensive set of elements of a varied nature, which is
considered to be a condition for efficacy in the realization of the idea of sustainability [17]. In order
to speak of sustainable strategy implementation, it is necessary to accept a strategic approach [18]
guaranteeing that the concept of sustainability is an integrated part of a strategic management
process [19]. This means that it is essential to incorporate it at three levels—the normative (corporate
values, employees, leadership) [20], the strategic (strategy, goals) [21] and the operational (processes,
resources, tools) [22].

The first of the perspectives described contains the element naturally associated with
sustainability: corporate values. Taking actions which serve the promotion of basic rules and ensuring
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their cohesion with the vision is a complement to a sustainable strategy execution process. It is an
integral element combining operational activities with expected results [23]. The literature indicates
the existence of a phenomenon described as a “value gap” based on the maladjustment of strategy
and the process of its execution to higher values. It becomes crucial then to introduce changes to the
process necessary to ensure that activities and expected results remain cohesive [24]. One of the tools
assisting with this, and included in this area, is the system of informal communication supporting
the comprehension of the vision and strategic goals [25], and at the same time, the integration of the
entire strategy execution process [26].

The second perspective is the area of employees, significant because of the necessity, emphasised
by many researchers, of paying attention to the nature of the objectives being accomplished by a
company and the way in which the results achieved are measured. Aside from financial outcomes,
organizational outcomes are mentioned ever more often [27]. These are inseparably linked with the
issue of employee engagement in strategies being executed and competitive advantage achieved as
a result [28]. Some research indicates that this perspective should be treated as a leading element in
strategy implementation as it has a substantial influence on the improvement of company results [29].
It is linked not only with involving employees in work on strategy formulation, but also with the
supporting role which they play in achieving long-term goals [30]. Those organizations which obtain
good implementation results are able to focus employee attention effectively on tasks connected with
strategic goal achievement, which involves assigning decision-making powers as well as establishing
clear measures for the appraisal of their effects [31].

The third of the perspectives described is emphasized by a great many authors: leadership as
an element linking a strategy, on the one hand, with resources and employees, on the other [32].
The attitudes of managers toward sustainable strategy execution and the perception of particular
perspectives of this process directly affect not only its course [33], but also the attitudes of other
employees (especially mid-level management) [34]. In order to implement the concept successfully, a
change in thinking and attitude is crucial, as these are inseparably linked with leadership [35]. This is
also pointed out by [36], who emphasises that the duties of leaders should encompass such tasks as
the creation of an aligned mental model, the promotion of individual ownership of the whole, and
the cultivation of aligned behaviors.

The fourth perspective, associated with the strategic level, encompasses both strategy and
strategic goals. Results of some research indicate that, in many cases, it is not poor execution, but
the strategy itself which results in unsatisfactory outcomes [37]. This relates especially to ambiguous
definition, a lack of priorities indicated, or a concept of development not adjusted to internal and
external determiners [38]. Cocks [39] mentions a vague and blurred strategy among the reasons for
failures in implementation, with this often directly linked to a lack of clarity in basic development
rules and their coherence with the set of objectives specified [40]. It is indicated in the literature on
the subject that the perspective of strategy is closely associated with resources and people and should
not be separated from them, but treated holistically as an integral part of a larger whole [41].

Moving on to the operational level, it is worth beginning with the perspective of resources,
mainly due to the fact that ensuring sustainability means efficient as well as effective use of
available resources with a simultaneous orientation toward strategic objective accomplishment [42].
Moreover, the results of research conducted indicate that resource constraints are a significant and
frequently occurring obstacle to strategy execution [43]. Additionally, the question of problems
relating to allocation and effective use must be considered [44]. Effectiveness, in this case, does not
refer only to an economic aspect, but should also encompass the idea of sustainability, and therefore
an allocation of resources which ensures the coherence and integrity of all processes, including the
process of strategy realization.

In considering the perspective of strategy execution, it is worth mentioning that the most
important role is played by the controlling and implementation of progress measurement systems,
which are, at the same time, an element supporting the integration process for all of the perspectives
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described [45]. It is related to the greatest extent to resources and especially to the issue of changes in
organizational structure allowing the efficient use of resources possessed [46]. On the other hand,
it is necessary to analyze not only the process by which the results of a strategy are measured,
since aligning processes and systems to reinforce the desired behaviors and outcomes of equal
importance [47]. This therefore relates also to the motivation system, which should be associated
with the strategy execution stage [48]. This makes necessary actions aimed at indicating connections
between a strategy introduced and other processes within the organization and their design such that
they comply with the idea of sustainability.

The last of the perspectives described covers implementation tools. Within the set utilized in the
process of strategy execution, Balanced Scorecard displays the greatest integration with the concept
of sustainability [49], particularly the non-financial measures [50]. The authors also indicate the use of
scheduling and budgeting as well as formal implementation programs, this serving the appropriate
allocation of resources and identification of key performance indicators [51]. Measurement may, on
the other hand, be supported by strategic controlling [52]. The catalogue of tools is complemented by
the strategy map, which may also be considered an element of sustainability due to the fact that
it serves the presentation of the manner in which the organization creates value [53] and is able
to support other perspectives thanks to its flexibility, operating character, and indication of certain
decision-making powers [54].

2. Experimental Section

2.1. Sample and Data Collection, Research Tools

The group of respondents included managers of 200 corporate headquarters that have been
operating for at least five years and are listed among the 500 largest Polish companies in the ranking of
Polityka magazine (101 entities) and in the “Forbes Diamonds 2013” ranking (99 companies). The first
ranking takes account of sales revenues, the total revenues of the companies, the gross and net profits,
as well as the number of employees. The “Diamonds” list included the companies showing the
fastest increase in value. The research sample was selected based on the participation in the rankings
and thereby achieving market success in the implementation of developed strategies. The obtained
results thus could be perceived as an example of good practices, and proposals formulated on this
basis could have a universal character. The grounds for undertaking research in the field of strategy
implementation were based on the importance of implementation actions and the necessity to ensure
consistency between the effects of implementation projects or programs and their operating results.
It was especially crucial to identify barriers that hinder the combination of ongoing actions with their
strategic implications. The results of the conducted research could be applied, in practice, as a base of
knowledge used by the management staff to increase the flexibility and effectiveness of the strategic
management process.

The study was conducted using the PAPI (Paper and Pencil Interview) technique; the
quantitative survey was carried out with the use of a method based on collecting the data the
standardized way. In order to ensure the highest possible representativeness, the sample was selected
using the stratified random sampling method. The primary goal of the research was to diagnose the
factors that support and hinder the implementation of the strategy. The research tool focused on:

(1) identification of instruments and tools used during the strategy implementation process
(2) defining the procedures and systems supporting strategy execution
(3) analyzing the system for monitoring the effects of strategy implementation

The questions in the questionnaire were of nominal value (the respondents declared the existence
of specific issues) and ordinal variable nature (the respondents indicated the strength of their impact
on a five-point scale). In order to test the hypotheses, Pearson's correlation coefficient was calculated.
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2.2. Hypotheses

As described above, it was assumed that sustainable strategy implementation consists of
seven perspectives:

‚ Leadership (1): the activities of leaders motivating employees effectively; their possession
of sufficient knowledge and skills; a clear division of competences, decision-making powers,
and responsibility

‚ Strategy (2): clearly formulated assumptions, internal coherence in development concept
(cohesion of vision, objectives, schedule, and budget) and its flexibility (a lack of single-variant
solutions adopted in the strategy)

‚ Employees (3): employee identification with the strategy being executed and acceptance,
elimination of internal interest groups hindering strategy execution, employee participation at
the strategy formulation phase

‚ Corporate Values (4): organization of the work of multi-tasking teams, establishment of an
efficient informal communication process, provision of coherence between the vision and
corporate values

‚ Resources (5): possession of appropriate financial resources, deployment of the knowledge
of employees at various levels, changes in organizational structure allowing effective use of
resources possessed

‚ Tools (6): the use of Balanced Scorecard, strategy maps, strategic controlling and implementation
programs as well as budgeting and task scheduling

‚ Processes (7): a regular measurement of progress in implementation, an incentive system relating
employee salary level to the degree to which strategic goals are achieved, a system monitoring
the company environment

Effectiveness of strategy execution has been defined by:

‚ the level of achievement of strategic goals assumed (A): as an indicator of the efficacy of
activities performed

‚ income dynamics (B): as an indicator of the effects of activities performed

In order to accomplish the research objectives assumed, the following hypothesis
was formulated:

H: There is a positive interdependency between a sustainable strategy implementation and the effectiveness
of its execution.

Auxiliary hypotheses were formulated to verify which of the sustainable strategy
implementation areas has the greatest influence on the effectiveness of strategy execution.

H1: Competent leadership affects growth in effectiveness of strategy execution.
H2: Smooth functioning of processes affects growth in effectiveness of strategy execution.
H3: Proper formulation of a strategy affects growth in effectiveness of its execution.

3. Results and Discussion

The first stage of the research was the calculation of the average responses to the perspectives
of sustainable strategy implementation described above and the degree of effectiveness of strategy
execution for each entity surveyed. Table 1 presents the results of the research.
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Table 1. Averages for the sustainability perspectives and degree of effectiveness of strategy execution.

Perspective Mean SD

Leadership 3.84 0.872
Strategy 3.41 0.932

Employees 3.94 0.836
Corporate Values 2.98 0.854

Resources 3.05 0.902
Tools 3.95 0.934

Processes 3.89 0.875
Strategy Execution Effectiveness 3.75 0.869

As the research results show, received values are quite similar. The lowest level was obtained in
the case of corporate values, which may indicate that this aspect is emphasized less than the others or
the extent of the activities within the organizations surveyed is relatively low. It is certainly connected
with their intangible nature and difficult transposition to particular activities of defined measurability
(this relating in particular to informal communication along with the coherence of the vision and
corporate values).

Further interdependencies between specified perspectives and results obtained (presented in
Table 2) were investigated.

Table 2. Correlations between perspectives of sustainable strategy execution.

Perspective Leadership Strategy Employees Corporate Values Resources Tools Processes

Leadership 1.00 0.763 0.854 0.553 0.638 0.558 0.785
Strategy 0.763 1.00 0.706 0.606 0.714 0.842 0.869

Employees 0.854 0.706 1.00 0.536 0.521 0.684 0.637
Corporate Values 0.553 0.606 0.536 1.00 0.516 0.498 0.502

Resources 0.638 0.714 0.521 0.516 1.00 0.873 0.742
Tools 0.558 0.842 0.684 0.498 0.873 1.00 0.863

Processes 0.785 0.869 0.637 0.502 0.742 0.863 1.00

The analysis of results obtained once more indicates the lowest level of correlation between
corporate values and other perspectives. This is quite a surprising result, as most publications
emphasize the role of this area in effective organization management, while the research conducted
indicates that this is a rather marginal role compared with other perspectives. The highest results
were received in the case of the perspective related to strategy, which demonstrates the importance of
the development concept itself and its connection with other areas. This confirms results of research
conducted by other authors, indicating that precision, coherence and flexibility of strategy are of great
significance in the process of its execution. This interdependency should therefore be highlighted,
being a basis for an effective strategy execution process for managers. Relatively high results were
also obtained in the case of processes. This also confirms assumptions of other researchers concerning
the procedure of the measurement process, motivation and analysis of information flowing from the
environment as the elements which contribute to the proper functioning of other areas connected to
strategy execution.

The interdependency between a sustainable strategy implementation and the effectiveness of the
execution of this process was also examined.

The result obtained (correlation 0.693) allows for the claim that the interdependency between
the issues examined is high. This means that the higher the coherence and comprehensiveness of
activities, and thus the fuller the provision of a sustainable perspective of the strategy implementation
process for the organization, the higher its degree of effectiveness. Those organizations which
are aware of the mutual interrelations of particular perspectives obtain better results in activities
undertaken and are therefore more effective at achieving strategic goals, which may also translate
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into a growth in income dynamics. The main hypothesis can therefore be accepted. Further analysis
of the results, however, indicated certain differences in the interdependencies between particular
perspectives, as the results below show (Table 3).

Table 3. Correlation between particular perspectives of sustainable strategy implementation and the
effectiveness of strategy execution.

Perspectives Strategy Execution Effectiveness

Leadership 0.686
Strategy 0.523

Employees 0.574
Corporate Values 0.358

Resources 0.632
Tools 0.741

Processes 0.753

Analyzing the results, it is worth paying attention first to the lowest correlation level in the
case of corporate values (0.358), which confirms the earlier observations that this element does not
constitute a factor substantially affecting results obtained. Other correlations show at least an average
positive level of interdependency, with the highest results received for tools (0.741), processes (0.753)
and leadership (0.686). This proves that these perspectives are the most powerful elements improving
the results of implementation operations and should be treated as priorities. It is worth mentioning,
however, that positive correlations were obtained for all of the perspectives, which may be considered
a basis for the indication of certain implications: ensuring a holistic, coherent and sustainable attitude
to the strategy execution process has a positive influence on the effectiveness of the results achieved.
The sustainable nature of the process may be reached through a concentration not only on issues
related to human capital and values, but also on operational matters (organization of processes or
tools). Although some of these appear to be of greater importance, all have an impact on the success
of the process. All of the hypotheses may therefore be accepted.

4. Conclusions

There is no doubt that there is no one universal model of sustainable strategy implementation
that can be applied successfully to different types of organizations, as this is closely related not only
to the specifics of the company, but also the types or nature of the strategies being executed [55].
This means that it is possible to identify various levels of advancement of activities ensuring a
sustainable strategy execution process [56] of a varied level of effectiveness [57]. However, as
indicated by a great many results of studies, some of which were mentioned in this article, it is
possible to identify the positive influence of the integration of the idea of sustainability with strategy
implementation, which is reflected in the effectiveness of activities undertaken.

On the basis of the research, practical implications for executives may also be indicated.
The strategy execution process is a complex question which consists of interdependent elements.
Accepting a sustainable approach allows for the adoption of a holistic perspective and comprehension
of the reciprocal influence of particular aspects and enables a balanced implementation procedure.
This paper allows us to understand better what factors should be considered while analyzing the
process of strategy execution in order to ensure complex development integrated with organizational
goals. Moreover, the findings of the study provide interesting insights for implementing the
sustainable approach which might help to improve organizational decision support systems.
Those are the reasons identified in this paper that could be mentioned as practical implications
connected with the concept of a sustainable strategy execution process.

The main limitation of this study is connected with the subjectivity of the answers provided.
Although the group of respondents was chosen among the managers and executives, there is a risk
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that the answers could have been incomplete or did not fully represent the processes and examined
issues in a particular organization. The chosen perspectives of sustainability could also be further
examined and their number or description could be investigated. Moreover, it is necessary to
verify with further study the extent to which the idea of sustainable strategy implementation differs
depending on the size of the organization and the branch in which it operates.
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