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Introduction

They deliver lower than desired annual growth
rates that meet analyst expectations and focus
on operational efficiency and margin
improvement, which is responsible stewardship,
not a lack of ambition.‌ ‌

They also see talented people, promising
products, and clear market opportunities, yet,
growth remains constrained. The limiting factor
is rarely strategy or market conditions. It is
organizational drag‌: the accumulated friction
that prevents execution.‌

Like an airplane that cannot gain lift, many
companies carry too much complexity, too
many priorities, and not enough strategic
thrust. Achieving sustained double-digit growth
requires removing that drag and building
organizational muscle—embedded capabilities
and infrastructure that make execution reliable
and repeatable.‌

Most companies have settled into predictable growth‌ ‌
patterns, but many CEOs recognize that their organizations‌ ‌
could achieve more.‌
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Growth is not a mystery. It is a capability.‌ ‌
And it is powered by business acumen, strategic thinking,

and the discipline of product management.‌



After decades working with hundreds of companies across industries,‌ ‌
I’ve identified a consistent pattern. Companies that break through the low-growth‌ ‌
ceiling succeed because they have built three interconnected capabilities into‌ ‌
how their organization works:‌

Strategic thinking without business acumen‌ produces insights that cannot be
translated into credible business cases.‌ ‌

Business acumen without strategic thinking‌ creates leaders who optimize for‌ ‌
short-term financials while missing systemic impacts.‌ ‌

Product management without both‌ devolves into project coordination.‌

But capabilities alone are not enough. They require organizational infrastructure to stick.
Business acumen needs financial data. Strategic thinking needs time for reflection. Product
management requires flexible processes, talent management, strategic clarity, metrics, and
most important, deep executive involvement.‌

Business Acumen:‌ ‌

The ability to understand how the business makes money,‌
build credible business cases, make trade-offs with financial‌
logic, and connect decisions to strategic goals.‌

Strategic Thinking:‌ ‌

The cognitive discipline to recognize patterns, think in
systems, anticipate unintended consequences, and design
solutions that strengthen over time.‌

Product Management:‌

How strategy becomes revenue through disciplined‌

portfolio management, clear accountability, and‌

transparent resource allocation.‌
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The Growth ‌
Capability Model‌

These capabilities are interdependent. 
You cannot outsource it. 

You must build it.
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Understanding
Organizational Drag

Endless Reorganizations:‌ Companies restructure repeatedly without diagnosing
why previous changes failed. Reorganization substitutes for capability building.‌
Process Proliferation:‌ Gate reviews, agile ceremonies, and planning cycles create
labyrinths where leaders manage processes rather than make decisions, often
without supporting infrastructure.‌
Delayed Decisions:‌ ‌Investment decisions cycle through multiple approval layers. By
the time decisions reach the top, market conditions have changed. Speed requires
both capability and clear governance.‌
Innovation Theater:‌ Products launch without strategic clarity. Teams work intensely,
but products fail because no one can articulate what customer problem they solve.‌
Process Obsession:‌ Companies perfect development implementations while
ignoring which products deserve investment. They optimize efficiency but cannot
explain strategic rationale.‌
Disempowered Product Managers:‌ Product managers lack data, tools, and
guidance. Leadership expects them to influence others without support.
Empowerment without support is abdication.‌
Strategies That Don't Translate: ‌Strategy decks get presented, leaders nod, then
everyone returns to business as usual. Without strategic thinking and business
acumen, products remain disconnected from the strategic intent of the firm.‌

In aerodynamics, drag opposes motion. In organizations, drag is
accumulated friction. This includes: complexity, indecision, and
misalignment that consume energy without creating value.‌ ‌

In my research, here are some of the causes of organizational drag:‌

Reducing drag is only half the equation. To truly accelerate
growth, organizations must also generate lift, the upward
force created by building capabilities that propel strategy
into motion.
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Three Sources of Lift‌

Business Acumen: ‌The Foundation‌

Strategic Thinking:‌ The Cognitive Discipline‌

Product Management:‌ The Execution Engine‌
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Reducing drag requires both capability development and infrastructure
maturity. Let's first examine the three capabilities that create lift, the

upward trajectory that breaks through the growth ceiling.‌

When all three capabilities are present,
you will build the organizational muscle

that translates strategy into growth.‌
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Business acumen allows leaders to think like businesspeople rather than functional
specialists. Leaders with strong business acumen translate technical proposals into
business language, build credible business cases, make trade-off decisions using
financial logic, and connect daily decisions to business outcomes.‌

Business Acumen: The Foundation

The Business Acumen Canvas (see diagram) provides a comprehensive framework
spanning four dimensions‌

External Awareness:‌  ‌Understanding markets, customers, competitors, and‌
industry dynamics.‌ 

Core Capabilities: ‌Finance. Strategy. Performance. Grounded in the ability to
lead people, manage processes, analyze data, and drive business results.‌

Business Model Understanding:‌ Clarity on value propositions, positioning,
distribution channels, and paths to growth‌

Influence and Leadership:‌ Strategic thinking. Executive presence. Built on‌
relationship building, influence without authority, and storytelling.‌

Business acumen enables leaders to speak the language of
business. This muscle develops through practice and

experience, not through workshops alone.‌

Business Acumen Canvas‌TM‌
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When leaders develop strategic thinking, they anticipate unintended
consequences, recognize problems before crises, and design solutions

that strengthen over time—critical for growth initiatives involving
complexity and systemic change.‌ ‌

This is cognitive muscle that compounds with use.‌
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Strategic thinking is not planning. Planning creates documents; thinking builds
capabilities. The Strategic Thinking Mental Architecture includes asking better questions,
recognizing patterns, zooming between details and big picture, thinking in systems
(connections, feedback loops, leverage points), and mindset shifts from certainty to
learning, from best practices to contextual thinking, from controlling to influencing.‌

Strategic Thinking: 
The Cognitive Discipline

Strategic Thinking Mental Architecture‌TM‌
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Understanding drag conceptually is important, but
diagnosing it precisely is where transformation begins. Every
organization’s friction points are different, and they can be

measured, mapped, and prioritized for action.‌

Product management is how strategy becomes revenue. ‌It is the systemic,
holistic business‌  ‌management of products. This is the vehicle through which the
strategy gets implemented. The essence of product management is captured in the
Product Management Life Cycle Model, which represents a product's life from
beginning to end. The key constructs of the model, customer and market insights,
product strategy, and post-launch performance, form the framework for the
processes that bring products to life.‌

Organizations with disciplined product management practice strategic portfolio
management, business accountability (product managers own outcomes, not just
features), clear roles and processes, cross-functional orchestration, market-driven
decisions, and governance with continuous improvement.‌

Product management maturity depends on the other two capabilities. Product
managers need business acumen to build credible cases and make portfolio trade-
offs. They need strategic thinking to anticipate shifts and recognize patterns.‌ ‌

Product Management: How
Strategy Produces Revenue
(and Growth)

Product Management Life Cycle Model‌
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Data Availability and Management:‌ Ensures that financial, market, and business data are
routinely collected, synthesized, and made accessible to support pattern recognition and
evidence-based decision-making. Without this, strategic thinking becomes guesswork,
business cases lack credibility, and portfolio decisions devolve into political debates.‌
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Areas of Work That

Reduce Drag

REDUCES DRAG BY eliminating time spent hunting for data, enabling strategic thinking
to spot trends others miss, supporting business acumen development through accessible
intelligence, and providing the customer and market insights foundation that runs across
the entire product life cycle.

Process and Template Management: ‌Establishes standardized processes, templates,
and tools across the product lifecycle to ensure consistent, efficient execution. Without
this, teams use too many process variants and duplicate templates, creating confusion
about which methods to follow and making cross-functional collaboration difficult.‌

REDUCES DRAG BY providing clear, consistent methods that teams can follow without
debate, accelerating onboarding through proven frameworks, ensuring quality through
repeatable approaches, and enabling teams to focus on strategic decisions rather than
process mechanics.

Performance and Metrics Management: ‌Creates and maintains KPIs that track product
health, portfolio balance, strategic goal achievement, and business outcomes. Without
this, performance debates become subjective, teams optimize for local goals rather than
company strategy, and portfolio reviews rely on whoever presents most persuasively.‌

REDUCES DRAG BY replacing subjective debates with objective analysis, enabling
pattern recognition across time horizons, connecting product investments to financial
outcomes, providing the feedback loops essential to the product management life cycle,
and revealing which products deserve continued investment versus discontinuation.
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Talent Management: ‌Evaluates and cultivates the product manager talent pool through
systematic competency assessments, job descriptions aligned to the Product
Management Life Cycle Model, selection processes, career progression frameworks, and
continuous development programs. Without this, product managers are placed based on
availability rather than capability, development is haphazard, and the organization never
builds the depth of talent required to scale.‌

REDUCES DRAG BY ensuring product managers have required capabilities before high-
stakes placement, providing clear development paths that build business literacy and
strategic judgment, creating a pipeline of leaders who think like general managers, and
recognizing that different portfolio types require different talent profiles.

Organizational Alignment and Governance: ‌Establishes clear decision rights,
accountabilities, cross-functional collaboration models, and governance structures that
enable product managers to lead effectively across the organization. Without this, cross-
functional conflicts escalate endlessly, decisions cycle through multiple approval layers,
product managers lack authority to execute their strategies, and speed evaporates.‌

REDUCES DRAG BY resolving cross-functional conflicts through transparent decision
frameworks, clarifying who makes which decisions at each phase of the product life cycle,
ensuring executive sponsorship empowers rather than overrides product managers, and
creating forums where strategic trade-offs are debated using business logic.

Product Portfolio Management:‌  ‌Evaluates portfolios based on strategic fit, financial
performance, market potential, and lifecycle stage to allocate resources for optimal
balance. This includes disciplined business case rationalization, investment prioritization
using transparent criteria, and systematic product discontinuation. Without this, resource
allocation becomes political, portfolios bloat with underperforming products, and the gap
between strategy documents and actual investments widens.‌

REDUCES DRAG BY replacing subjective debates with objective analysis, enabling
pattern recognition across time horizons, connecting product investments to financial
outcomes, providing the feedback loops essential to the product management life cycle,
and revealing which products deserve continued investment versus discontinuation.
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Business Acumen Development:‌ Systematically builds leaders' ability to understand
how the business makes money, construct credible business cases, make trade-offs using
financial logic, and connect decisions to strategic goals through the Business Acumen
Canvas framework. Without this, leaders speak different functional languages, product
investments are defended with feature lists rather than business logic, and strategic
discussions never translate into executable plans‌
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REDUCES DRAG BY enabling leaders to speak a common business language across
functions, transforming functional specialists into business thinkers, accelerating decision-
making through shared financial literacy, ensuring every product investment is defended with
credible business rationale, and providing the foundation that makes strategic thinking
actionable rather than abstract.

Strategic Thinking Cultivation: ‌Develops leaders' cognitive discipline to recognize
patterns, think in systems, anticipate unintended consequences, and design solutions
that strengthen over time through the Strategic Thinking Mental Architecture. Without
this, leaders optimize parts while breaking the whole, miss early warning signals until they
become crises, and create solutions that solve one problem while creating three others.‌

REDUCES DRAG BY by enabling leaders to spot problems before crises, anticipate ripple
effects across the business ecosystem, ask questions that reveal insights rather than confirm
assumptions, shift from reactive firefighting to proactive opportunity recognition, and
transform the product management life cycle from a linear process into a dynamic system that
adapts to market feedback.
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Knowing what slows you down is only the beginning. The real opportunity
lies in building the muscle that propels your company forward, capabilities,
and infrastructure that make growth sustainable.‌



If your company isn’t growing as fast as you want, the answer is not another strategic planning
exercise or consulting engagement focused solely on frameworks. Frameworks don’t create
growth, capability does. The answer is building the leadership capability and organizational
infrastructure required to execute more ambitious strategies.‌
 ‌
Growth is not a mystery. It is a capability powered by business acumen, strategic thinking, and
product management discipline. Companies that improve growth rates recognize this truth
and commit to developing their leaders, building core capabilities, and improving their
infrastructure.‌

The aerodynamics of growth are straightforward: reduce drag by diagnosing where
organizational friction exists, generate lift by building the three interconnected capabilities,
and create propulsion by maturing organizational practices across the six clusters. ‌The
question is whether you are ready to build organizational muscle that lasts.‌

The Path Forward‌
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I work with senior leadership teams to reduce
organizational drag and accelerate growth in an
organized manner. My approach includes a
baseline assessment, joint planning, and agile-like
capability development with digestible work
projects phased in 3, 6, and 9-month intervals with
a 2nd assessment to measure results at the end of
month 12.‌  ‌

The goal is to help you build a durable, long-lasting
organizational infrastructure. We measure progress
every 12 months to track results and make course
corrections. This may include establishing a growth
capability program office to serve as an ongoing
resource for project and product teams, thereby
building internal capacity rather than relying on
external dependencies.‌

This produces lasting impact that survives
leadership changes. You are building the
organizational muscle required to make frameworks
work and adapt when conditions change. When
your executives leave, the muscle remains.

Your Organizational Muscle
Building Starts Here‌
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His integrated approach combines the disciplines of
strategic thinking, the cultivation of business acumen,
and the fortification of the “function” of product
management. The goal is simple: remove
organizational drag, develop capability, and accelerate
growth by building these disciplines into how the
organization works.‌

To discuss how

these capabilities
could accelerate
growth in your
organization:‌

sjhaines@business-acumen.com‌
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