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Leader-as-Architect: Alignment 

Part of a leader’s job is to equip the organization to transform inputs into outputs by defining 
organizational strategy, shaping organizational identity, and then managing four organizational 
components—formal organizational structure, culture, people, and critical tasks—such that each 

component, and their interaction, aligns to produce performance (Figure 1).1  

Figure 1 Congruence Model for Organizational Alignment 

 

Source: Adapted from Michael L. Tushman and Charles O’Reilly III, “Managerial Problem Solving: A Congruence 
Approach,” in Michael L. Tushman and Charles O’Reilly III, Winning Through Innovation. Boston, MA: Harvard 
Business School Press, 2002, p. 59 (Figure 4.1). 

  

This document is authorized for use only by Lawana Harris (coachlawana@gmail.com). Copying or posting is an infringement of copyright. Please contact 
customerservice@harvardbusiness.org or 800-988-0886 for additional copies.



415-039 Leader-as-Architect: Alignment 

2 

Organizational Inputs and Outputs 

An organization does not operate in a void. It is subject to the resources and constraints of its 
environment. Resources are things, such as raw materials, technology, cash, people, information, 
reputation, and relationships with suppliers, distributors, customers, and pools of talent, which an 
organization can use to produce output. Constraints are limits, such as market forces (customer 
demand, supplier access, competitor advantage), institutional forces (law and regulation, business or 
industry norms, social or political expectations), and historical forces (prior leaders’ decisions and 
organizational history), on what output an organization can produce.  

How organizations make sense of resources and constraints is informed by two filters shaped by 
the leader-as-architect. Strategy (“what we do”) involves the creation of a unique and valuable 

positioning,2 given resources and constraints, by prioritizing some activities over others to capture 
opportunities and respond to threats. Identity (“who we are”) consists of the organization’s claims to 

a set of central, distinctive, and enduring attributes that lend it legitimacy.3  

Once the leader-as-architect formulates "what we do" and "who we are," the next step is to design 
the four organizational components described in detail below—critical tasks, formal organization, 
culture, and people—such that they are aligned to produce the organization’s desired outputs, 
whether the ‘organization’ is a company, division, department, or group. Substantial research has 
demonstrated that well-aligned organizations will be more capable of (1) attaining strategic goals, (2) 

efficiently utilizing resources to do so, and (3) adapting to unforeseen, future challenges.4  

Organizational Components 

Hardware 

An organization’s hardware includes the critical tasks and formal organization (structures & 
systems) within an organization that dictate how individuals conduct their work.  

Critical Tasks Critical tasks are positioned at the top of the congruence model because they 
represent an organization’s ‘true north’ – the basic work an organization must do well, in light of its 
strategy and identity, to perform. Critical tasks may not be the same from division to division, 
department to department, or team to team within the organization. Nonetheless, they must integrate 
into coordinated effort. 

Formal Organization: Structures & Systems An organization's structure consists of the roles, 
relationships, and procedures that enable both division of labor and coordinated action by its 
members.5 Structure is a design choice by the leader-as-architect. That choice may be driven by the 
leader's desire to respond to customer demands, competitor pressures, and technological advances 
(external forces), the content of the work and how to do it well (internal forces), or the leader’s own 
values and vision (theory of leadership). Common structures include organizations divided by 
function (e.g., engineering, marketing, HR, finance), division (e.g., product, customer, or geographic 
segments), or a matrix of both. Systems complement structures by providing the glue between 
structures and productivity. Common systems include internal control systems, performance 
management systems, information systems, and systems that help manage human capital (including 
compensation & incentives, promotion, hiring, succession, development, and evaluation). 
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Software 

An organization’s software includes the people and culture that operate (like an operating system) 
on the organization’s hardware.  

People People execute an organization’s critical tasks. As such, they need the characteristics, 
competencies, and knowledge which enable them to successfully do the work and which make the 
work intrinsically rewarding to them. Characteristics can include everything from personal 
demographics (e.g., education, age, gender, ethnicity) to attitudes and dispositions to organization-
specific factors (e.g. tenure at the firm, experience in the industry). Competencies are capability-
related traits such as leadership, adaptability, and capacity to learn new skills. Knowledge includes 
work-related skills and expertise.  

Culture Culture, or “a pattern of shared basic assumptions learned by the group as it solved its  
problems of external adaptation and internal integration, which has worked well enough to be 
considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, think, 

and feel in relation to those problems.”6 Culture is perhaps the toughest component for leaders to 
directly measure and manage.  It manifests itself in an organization’s norms, espoused values, formal 

philosophy, rules of the game, and observed behavioral regularities when people interact.7 Culture 
also includes the informal networks within the organization. 

Applying the Model 

Organizational alignment is a critical design challenge for the leader-as-architect. Misalignment 
may stand in the way of optimal organizational performance by making an organization vulnerable 
to opportunity gaps (a misalignment between the environment and the organization’s strategy – 
misalignment between what the firm is doing and what it should be doing) or performance gaps (a 
misalignment between the firm’s strategy and its realized outputs – misalignment between what the 
firm intends to do and is actually doing). Alternatively, when a leader proposes change (e.g., 
implementing a new incentive program), failing to account for alignment between critical tasks, 
formal organization, people, and culture can produce several unintended consequences. 

To help leaders analyze the impact of their decisions across each element, Michael Tushman and 
Charles O’Reilly III8 outline a five-step process for achieving alignment and congruence. The 
description of each step is accompanied by several diagnostic questions. 

1. Identify Gaps at the Unit-Level: Leaders often find a misalignment between their intended 
strategy (what the organization intends to do) and the explicit output (what the organization 
actually does). The first alignment task of the leader-as-architect is to search for discrepancies 
within business units and across the organization. During this process, leaders should clarify 
their strategy with their team and develop measures to evaluate whether the strategy has been 
implemented as intended. Questions to consider are:  

 How well are we executing on our strategy?  

 Are there specific business units or departments that are lagging behind?  

2. Describe Critical Tasks: Once the leader has validated his or her vision and strategy, the next 
step is to determine the critical tasks. Leaders and members alike must be able to articulate the 
concrete tasks necessary to implement the strategy and create customer value. Questions to 
consider during this stage include:  
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 What activities must we be great at so we can deliver value to our customers?  

 What are the interdependencies between the critical tasks?  

3. Check for Organizational Congruency: Once the leader has defined the critical tasks, leaders 
should then examine how well they align with the three other organizational components. The 
goal is to determine how well these components support completing the critical tasks, to 
determine how well they fit with each other, and to identify any misalignments. Leaders should 
work closely with mangers, business unit heads, and others to describe each component and 
analyze its fit with the others. Questions to evaluate congruency include:  

 To what degree do the critical tasks integrate with the skills, structure, and culture within 
and across business units? Figure 2 provides additional questions to guide this analysis.  

Figure 2 Examples of Fit among Organizational Components 

Fit Issues 

  

People/Formal Organization How are individual needs met by the organizational arrangements?  Do individuals 

hold clear perceptions of organizational structures?  Is there a convergence of 

individual and organizational goals? Do human capital systems attract, develop, retain 

the people needed to perform critical tasks? 

  

People/Critical Tasks How are people’s needs met by the critical tasks?  Do individuals have the skills and 

abilities to meet task demands? 

  

People/Culture How are individual needs met by the informal organization (culture)?  How does the 

informal organization make use of individual resources consistent with informal goals? 

  

Critical Tasks/Formal Organization Are organizational arrangements adequate to meet the demands of the task?  Do 

organizational arrangements motivate behavior that is consistent with task demands? 

  

Critical Tasks/Culture Does the informal organization structure facilitate task performance?  Does it help 

meet the demands of the task? 

  

Formal Organization/Culture Are the goals, rewards, and structures of the informal organization consistent with 

those of the formal organization? Do the human capital systems support the norms 

and patterns of behavior that must permeate the organization for it to deliver on 

critical tasks? 

  

Source: Adapted from Michael L. Tushman and Charles O’Reilly III, “Managerial Problem Solving: A Congruence 
Approach,” in Michael L. Tushman and Charles O’Reilly III, Winning Through Innovation. Boston, MA: Harvard 
Business School Press, 2002, p. 72 (Table 4.1). 

 

4. Develop Solutions and Take Corrective Action: Once misalignments are identified, leaders must 
consider the degree of misalignment and extent to take corrective action (i.e., whether 
incremental or radical change is necessary). Questions to consider include:  

 How many inconsistencies exist between one or more components?  

 To what extent are misalignments related to a specific business unit or widespread 
throughout the organization?  

 What corrective measures should be taken to address the misalignment?  
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5. Observe the Response and Learn from the Consequences: Actions taken to address one 
misalignment can expose others. Therefore, it is necessary to evaluate the repercussions of the 
intended action on other aspects of the organization. Managing alignment across multiple 
components of the organization is a continuous task and requires constant iteration and 
evaluation of the consequences. Questions to ask leaders take corrective action include:  

 Has the corrective action addressed the discrepancy between the intended strategy and 
actual output?   

 Has the corrective action had an unintended impact on any other components of the 
organization? If so, how should they be addressed?  
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