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Introduction 

The subject of leadership alignment continues to be a key area of focus for
Rialto Consultancy. In 2014, we published a white paper, The Power of
Leadership Alignment, which explored the link between alignment and high-
performing teams and organisations. Since then, Rialto has continued its work
and research in this area and implemented a series of programmes for clients
designed to improve the alignment of teams resulting in co-ordinated action and
objective delivery.

Our ongoing research and work have demonstrated that organisational and
individual alignment is one of the key success factors when it comes to
executing strategies and achieving objectives on time, on budget and on benefit.
Crucially, organisations which have high stakeholder alignment are able to link
the objectives of the business with the strategy of each of the key stakeholders.

In the uncertain months and years that lay ahead, alignment and collaboration
will be key to helping organisations maintain competitive advantage by enabling
them to perform at their very best. Based on our work over the past five years,
this second whitepaper reiterates the importance of alignment by underlining
the benefits it can bring as well as highlighting the risks of non-alignment. It
focuses on the importance of embracing diversity and facilitating impactful
collaboration to achieve better outcomes.

It is not uncommon for organisations to treat alignment and collaboration as
synonymous, however, at Rialto we have taken care to highlight and promote
the distinct features of each. Alignment is the state or cause with collaboration
being the action or effect, where alignment can evidentially be demonstrated to
be a leading indicator of the probability of collaborative action.

Alignment has been in vogue as a concept for some time. It attempts to clarify
what it means for an organisation to function holistically, and not just as a
collection of different parts. The secret to understanding alignment is realising
that it is more than simply these parts fitting together in the right way but
rather how, governed by the strategy or aims, these parts work together and
progress as a cohesive whole.

While alignment as a term has been bandied around in the business world for
many years, its potential power to help organisations deliver on goals and
achieve positive outcomes in key areas such as culture change, transformation
and strategic decision-making isn’t always well understood.

When leaders are asked how they are trained to optimise alignment, the most
common reply has been from “the school of hard knocks”. In anecdotal research
conducted by Rialto, we also discovered respondents were unable to accurately
describe alignment, nor measure it, but reported they can ‘sense’ it. As is
entirely self-evident though, how can leaders manage what they cannot
measure?

1

020 3043 8640  ı  www.rialtoconsultancy.com  ı  info@rialtoconsultancy.com

A
I-

C
 T

H
E 

IM
P

A
C

T 
O

F 
O

P
TI

M
A

L 
A

LI
G

N
M

EN
T



4

It is, therefore, useful to begin with a definition of alignment. Rialto Consultancy
describes it as a dynamic characteristic that exists in a group with shared objectives
that marks out their like-mindedness towards the action and inaction drivers that
are influencing both individual and aggregate behaviour.

As we will set out, alignment is not groupthink but rather is achieved as part of a
process that helps teams discuss and agree the best course of action to achieve
organisational objectives. It effectively takes a group from “we each think this” to
“we all agree to do that” and enables organisations to collaborate and progress
strategies and decision-making far more rapidly.

It is no-easy feat and our work with organisations has involved implementing a new
augmented approach to consulting that helps to release the power of collaboration
to secure optimised alignment, which results in the delivery of key business
challenges. It has already proven to be effective in achieving a new level of quality
decision-making, facilitating culture change, determining policy and realising new
market strategies to name just a few targeted areas that organisations have
benefitted from.
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As business leaders, we are well-aware of the negative impact non-alignment has 
on an organisation’s ability to execute its short, medium and long-term 
programmes and strategies. It turns a successful, fast-growing company into one 
that suffers from declining performance and decreased morale.

This impacts at all levels of an organisation, but it is particularly significant at a 
leadership level because it can also send confusing messages to employees about 
organisational strategies and goals.

In short, non-alignment among leaders ripples down. After all, if the leadership tier 
isn’t uniting behind a mission, why should the rest of the workforce? This also 
means the senior leadership team’s credibility will be damaged and it will be 
difficult for it to garner support in the future. This has serious implications for 
confidence and trust throughout an organisation.

With organisational structures becoming flatter and less hierarchical, it is more 
important than ever to embrace opinion from as many stakeholders as possible 
across every level. Unless organisations find ways of achieving more viable and 
endorsed action plans, their strategies and programmes will fail to be properly 
formulated as a result of inaccurate or incomplete data.

Non-alignment can also cost organisations dear, literally. According to research 
findings from Rialto partner company, SchellingPoint, when working collaboratively 
with others, only eight per cent of business leaders reported their strategies deliver 
on-time, on-cost, and on-benefit. Referred to as the “cost of collaboration”, 
SchellingPoint notes that this stems from poor meetings, non-alignment, rework, 
avoidable delay, secondary saviour projects, and a gap between what a group 
actually realises against the original stated objectives.

Non-Alignment cause and risk2
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Factors leading to non-alignment can be many and varied, which we will outline 
further in this document. However, Rialto has found that organisations typically 
focus on either personality differences as the root cause or the need to seek 
consensus around dissimilar – but equally – valid views. In some cases, this is valid, 
however more often this does not address the whole picture.

Where non-alignment exists, those individuals who feel strongly that consensus is 
being forced on them or that due consideration is not being given to their views 
may inadvertently derail positive discussions, as they react negatively because they 
feel their voice is not being heard. They may also be perceived as being disruptive 
and disengaged. In the short-term, this will hold back a project but in the longer 
term it could lead to weaker organisational performance, flight risk and loss of 
talent. Where individuals prove inflexible or have difficulty adapting, they are 
highly likely to prevent a team from moving forward and delivering on its goals.

Identifying the danger signs of non-alignment can be challenging. First, it can be 
difficult to determine the difference between true team alignment and passive 
compliance. The latter may look like alignment – for instance, members of the 
group may look like they are agreeing in meetings – but a week later, dissent may 
start to surface, objectives are not being met and targets are being missed. For 
instance, individuals may not be meeting deadlines required to achieve the agreed 
goals or make themselves unavailable for essential meetings, which will lead to 
conflict and tensions becoming visible.

Companies that have silo-based ways of working are particularly susceptible to 
non-alignment because individuals lack appreciation or understanding of the 
demands and requirements of other departments or may not openly share their 
own views. Personal agendas can also come into play with individuals trying to 
drum up loyalty from certain quarters to strengthen their influence and impact. 
Inter-departmental as well as individual competition can also be a root cause of 
non-alignment.

Day-to-day pressures on individuals and businesses to perform doesn’t always 
leave time for leaders to pick up on and deal with the factors that can cause non-
alignment.
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Team collaboration: the key to embracing 
diversity of thought

As already discussed, non-alignment can be extremely damaging as well as 
notoriously difficult to manage when not addressed early on or in a transparent 
and thoughtful manner. However, non-alignment should also be recognised as a 
by-product of diversity of thought which requires harnessing in a positive way 
through impactful collaboration as a team.

Every organisation benefits from and needs to have diversity of people, experience, 
thought and behaviours. Indeed, it is incontestable that having a broad set of 
views, opinions and ideas in a group is not only far healthier than having a group of 
people who largely think the same, and therefore provide limited scope for proper 
discussion and debate around a subject area, but also ensures that outputs 
delivered have had the benefit of expansive and broad consideration.

Diversity also ensures there is greater representation of a broader section of 
society, this being extremely important, for example, when developing new 
products and services. On such occasions, diversity of thought doesn’t just need to 
come from within an organisation but also though external stakeholder input, such 
as customers, fellow members of business ecosystems and alliances.
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Of course, it is the broad set of views and opinions that makes it extremely difficult 
to reach a consensus and causes tensions in the team, which is manifested as non-
alignment, and which ultimately decreases significantly the probability of 
coordinated action. It can impede progress and ultimately prevent a team 
delivering on a shared objective.

It is vital, therefore, to ensure teams work through any issues or difference in 
opinions collaboratively. Rialto can evidence that reconciled non-alignment, where 
non-alignment is converted into alignment through team collaboration, will always 
lead to better business outcomes. But how can this be achieved?

The key is to find a way of capturing any non-alignment of opinion which may exist 
at the outset and finding a way of harnessing/embracing it through ‘collaborative 
solutioning’. This involves regarding alignment as more of a science than something 
nebulous that exists within a group.

The methodology adopted by Rialto in our Augmented Intelligence Consulting(AI-C) 
practice identifies the way to harness opinions that are outside a group’s consensus 
and rather than trying to change or ignore these, to bring that thinking and insight 
into the collaborative solutioning methodology, thereby truly securing maximum 
diversity and breadth of thought when delivering change.
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Programmes facilitated with leadership teams by Rialto are focusing on surfacing 
non-alignment within groups and achieving positive reconciliation. Much of this is 
done using its Augmented Intelligence Consulting (AI-C) methodology (more fully 
explained below), which helps teams solve business issues and agree a course of 
action using decision-making models developed from Nobel Prize Winner Professor 
Thomas Schelling (Game Theory) and Professor Chris Argyris (Action Science) and 
Schelling Point’s applied research into collaboration dynamics.

We have discovered that by adopting specific frameworks to develop an open set 
of insights at the outset in relation to a defined business outcome that is required, 
one individual will share 25 different opinions versus an average five when using 
traditional methodologies. Indeed, having conducted more than 550 change 
programmes using the AI-C methodology, the average number of opinions relating 
to a programmes is 167. We found this compares to some 50 opinions using 
traditional consulting techniques. While more opinions can complicate the issue 
initially, it also ensures teams have a far more complete picture of what a group is 
thinking, and of what issues are truly impacting upon the objective to be delivered.

The technology behind the AI-C approach allows multiple thousands of data points 
to be created around a business outcome needing to be achieved, something which 
simply couldn’t be achieved without analytics software.

Channelling diversity into a common purpose4
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Our work using AI-C has also revealed that what leaders perceive to be the reasons 
for non-alignment are not the actual reasons. The reasons for non-alignment fall 
under the following three ‘Ds’:
• dictionary – the same word having a different meaning
• data – the use of different data points for decision-making
• drivers – the presence of vested interests.

Additionally, when leaders weight the impact of these 3 reasons upon non-
alignment which exists in their organisations, in all cases their assessment of 
weighting is significantly different from the reality.   By way of example almost 
always leaders will assess the impact of Dictionary on non-alignment in their 
organisations to be non existent or very low (circa 5%).   The reality is that from all 
the work programmes using AI-C which have been run, the average impact of 
Dictionary on non-alignment is 60%.

When securing alignment, it is essential to identify the constraints on the delivery 
of the targeted objective – in other words the barriers and unintended 
consequences to action. On average using the AI-C methodology 60 constraints are 
identified to any objective, and it is these that AI-C converts into actions and KPIs. 
This enables leaders and teams to move to the next phase of taking such 
information and assembling the most valuable, viable and endorsed plans around 
the shared objective.

As well as ultimately enabling organisations to define outputs, AI-C marks a step-
change in how they engage with key internal and external stakeholders when it 
comes to decision-making.

The seven areas that AI-C is proving particularly effective in are:
• achieving a new level of quality decision-making
• innovation, digital and culture change priorities
• process improvements/new target operating models
• policy determination
• programme execution
• improvements in customer, external and internal relationship building
• realising new market strategies.

Tomorrow’s leaders need to accept that alignment is dynamic and, as we all know, 
dynamics can change. If certain factors cause an individual to function on their own 
rather than part of the collective, non-alignment will arise. In such cases, for 
instance, the AI-C process could be repeated.
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The situation
A products company had revised their customer relationship management strategy 
in light of changing buying behaviour and a desire to strengthen its 1-to-1 
capabilities. A revised CRM system, touching multiple market stakeholders, was a 
key element in implementing their new go-to-market strategy. Three months into 
the three-year project, the corporate strategy executive became aware that issues 
he had raised when the project was being designed had appeared.

The requirement
The IT Director wanted an independent audit of the project to validate the 
concerns and surface any other issues occurring ‘below the waterline.’ The 
methodology underpinning AI-C was adopted to audit and produce an 
endorsed go-forward strategy

The solution 
52 marketing, sales, R&D, and IT leaders, including the executive sponsors and the 
project implementation team engaged in a two-hour virtual dialogue. The 
community’s overall degree of alignment was inadequate, and surprisingly low, for 
such an early stage into a new project. Analysis of the key misalignments indicated, 
for example, that several departments did not agree with the project’s business 
case, based heavily upon projections of customer adoption rates.
Several believed the rate of customer adoption was excessively overestimated. This 
unresolved concern was causing them to privately question the project’s viability 
and priority.
Further, it transpired that the executive sponsors, while supporting the project, had 
different opinions as to its role in the long-term customer relationship strategy. 
Unaware of their different beliefs, their functional teams and the project 
implementation team were receiving different guidance on the scope and content 
expected in the new CRM technologies.
Compounding a questionable ROI model and non—aligned leaders, representatives 
from marketing, sales, field services, and customer support services had differing 
opinions as to the degree to which the project should be a technology swap or a 
deep functional change in thinking.
In the absence of a defined decision-making protocol, IT was being forced to make 
business decisions, for which they were then criticised.

The Result
The executive sponsors acknowledged how their incomplete alignment was causing 
cracks throughout the project team and supporting organisations below them. They 
used two 2-hour teleconferences to reconcile their differences and set a clear 
direction for the balance of the project.

What alignment and impactful 
collaboration delivers
C A S E  S T U D Y

5
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C A S E  S T U D Y

The situation
A professional services organisation was interested in the concept of digitalising 
their service offerings. However, the practical implications were unclear, and key 
personnel voiced resistance to the idea

The requirement
The CEO continually heard from his network of examples of digitalisation and the 
benefits. Using the methodology of AI-C, a Principal Consultant was asked to 
facilitate a discussion within the leadership team of the interest in and ability to 
execute digitalisation of their service offerings.

The solution
The seven participants expressed 115 opinions on the topic in a two-hour virtual 
dialogue, conducted entirely from their desks. The analytics were used to drive a 
one-day group meeting. There was no pre-ordained decision or a pre-defined 
outcome. The conversations were to objectively assess if, where, how, why their 
service offerings could be digitalised in a way that would add value to themselves 
and their clients.
Positive drivers included views such as the positive impact on the brand and the 
reduction of menial project tasks for their consultants. Issues cited included 
concerns that consultants would have to learn to use software technology beyond 
Word, Excel, and PowerPoint and that going digital would mean less time 
interacting with clients. Some viewed the use of survey tools as being sufficiently 
digital, while others wanted to find ways to use AI and machine learning.

The Result
The leadership team came to an agreement they should pilot one digitalised 
service offering as a testbed for their learning. Within the first year of 
standing up the digitalised service, they sold four projects of medium size to 
existing and new clients. They have a strong pipeline and are training 
additional consultants to deliver the service.
Initial concerns such as a reduction in time with clients did transpire, but the 
quality of client meetings has risen, causing both client and consultant to 
appreciate the greater efficiency and efficacy.

5
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Once a team is engaged in healthy collaboration and becomes aligned, it 
understands what success looks like, how it is measured and what indicators need 
to be in place to keep a project or initiative on track. It will have a synergy, which in 
turn breeds confidence, respect and trust.

Achieving this increases the chances of a successful outcome in key areas like 
decision-making, strategy design and programme execution. The real-world 
examples demonstrate how a methodology like AI-C can help to navigate around 
roadblocks to advance projects and deliver on goals. 

Crucially, it preserves and manages the all-important benefits of having diversity of 
thought and a broad set of opinions in a group. This isn’t just important for a group, 
but it also stands as a positive symbol for an organisation to those looking in from 
the outside and helps build credibility.

Since the global recession and other catastrophic world events, business leaders 
have had to get used to operating in unpredictable and volatile times. The 
coronavirus (Covid-19) outbreak is now taking uncertainty in the business world to 
a whole new level. It will add yet more complexity to decision-making and future 
strategy design and execution. There is no doubt, the ability to collaborate and 
achieve alignment will be key tools and capabilities in every organisation’s armoury 
going forward. 

Conclusion 6
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As already discussed, the purpose of achieving alignment is to advance the group 
from “we each think this” to “we all agree to do that” and this was the rationale for 
the development of the methodology underlying AI-C.

It surfaces the current opinions, of the key stakeholders relevant to their desired 
outcomes, expectations and concerns about the future. From these, it translates 
the group’s degree of alignment into a complete specific, viable and endorsed set 
of actions and KPIs which everyone can get behind.

AI-C is designed to overcome the conscious and unconscious biases which are 
behind why many individuals don’t always see or agree on a current business 
reality clearly. This is especially the case with longer serving teams and individuals.

AI-C uses a three-stage process to help identify and navigate roadblocks that will 
impede delivery of coordinated action, aligns individuals or a project team behind it 
and reach agreement on a roadmap for action.

Stage one
The methodology begins with a diagnosis – virtual dialogue - where participants are 
invited to offer their opinions on the objective. It then uses business event analysis 
modelling (BEAM) to interpret huge volumes of data.

It makes use of a personal digital assistant called Joe that uses AI-based skills to 
supply a set of conclusions and analytics from all the opinions gathered. 

Stage two
Whilst stage one creates outputs and conclusions from multiple data sources, stage 
two focusses on taking all non aligned views and using specific consulting methods 
to flip these to aligned future actions.  At the same time, constraints are converted 
into a positive design statement. It is in this stage that the four conditions for co-
ordinated action are created:
• a foundation document
• a rich scorecard
• constraints removal
• an action roadmap.

Stage three
Finally, AI-C provides a methodology and technology to monitor drift – that is to 
measure at pre-determined intervals the level of alignment to the foundation 
document and rich scorecard, thereby enabling decision-makers to ‘re-set’ 
necessary actions for delivery of the objective in a way that continues to secure 
alignment from the business and its employees.

About Rialto AI-Consulting methodology7
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