
Every organization has ambitions. The challenge is
knowing whether they are focused, aligned, and
connected to the outcomes that matter most. 

It’s critical to keep sight of what your organization
is really trying to accomplish—its strategic goals.
With a shared vision of targeted objectives, your
organization can determine the strategic levers to
pull to drive business outcomes. To underpin the
important intuitions of leaders, Korn Ferry
identified statistically proven predictors of
organizational performance. To leverage the value
of these insights, you need to know where you’re
heading. 

Strategic Goal: A clear and critical outcome the
organization aims to achieve to deliver the
organizational strategy. 

Strategic Lever: A key action, capability, or
investment the organization can intentionally
use to improve performance to achieve its
strategic goals. Examples include
transformations in leadership, talent,
organizational structure or processes, culture or
purpose. 

WHAT PREDICTS
ORGANIZATIONAL
SUCCESS? START WITH
STRATEGIC GOALS 
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Korn Ferry research reveals the organizational
factors linked to stronger performance. 

We recommend that organizations have a clear,
widely understood set of one to three strategic
goals. Less effective strategies prioritize too much.
It’s far better for an organization to succeed in
focused areas than to fail at doing everything.  

Organizations that are effective over time know
what they are trying to achieve, understand their
organization’s context, and have an evidence-based
profile for success.

WHY DOES YOUR ORGANIZATION
NEED STRATEGIC GOALS? 

A strategic goal answers the question: what are we
trying to accomplish? It does so at a broad level
that is appropriate for leaders and the organizations
they’re responsible for. Clarifying strategic goals
helps direct people toward what they should do
(actions aligned with the strategic goal, strategic
priorities, and strategic levers) and what not to do.  

A strategic goal can energize and motivate activity
and allow teams and individuals to understand what
they are ultimately making progress toward. When
paired with an understanding of your organization’s
current state and strategic levers, your strategic
goal becomes a critical component of
organizational success. Goals define what success to achieve; 

levers define how to get there.
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HOW CAN YOUR ORGANIZATION
AMPLIFY ITS STRATEGIC GOALS?  

Below are critical steps to strengthen your
organization’s strategic goals: 

1. Identify your strategic goals with a focus on
leadership alignment. 

A leadership team identifying and aligning on
strategic goals is a critical step toward improved
performance—and it precedes other important
steps like tracking progress or improving the
operating model and organizational structure. This
might sound easy, but in some organizations,
leaders assume they have alignment (when really,
they don’t), and agreeing on strategic goals is the
catalyst the organization needs to improve
performance.  

What is your company’s track record of setting the
right strategic goals, and what might need to
change to improve this process in the future?

2. Contextualize strategic goals to your
organization and identify your unique gaps. 

Your organization’s unique context and culture
matter, and they can impact how you describe your
strategic goals down to the very labels you use. For
example, your organization may say it focuses on
“operational optimization,” while another
organization calls it “operational efficiency.” Still, a
third says, “our focus is to simplify how we work.”
The concepts matter. So does the language you
use to describe them. And just as important is
understanding where your biggest gaps are. 

Once you know where your organization is trying
to go, the next question is how far away are you?

3. Identify the strategic levers you can pull to
be successful.

Not all organizational activity drives business
outcomes equally. 

A good strategic lever removes the guesswork and
opinions from the equation by pointing to the
factors statistically shown to predict success. For
example, to achieve greater customer focus, the
organization can use culture as a strategic lever by
shaping the behaviors, mindsets, and ways of
working needed to deliver more for customers.

The examples listed in the following sections and
appendix have undergone extensive validation,
providing a robust, evidence-based framework for
improving your organization’s ability to achieve its
strategic goals. 

KORN FERRY’S STRATEGIC GOAL
FRAMEWORK 

At Korn Ferry, we begin by defining what success
looks like for a specific organization. We call this
the organization success profile. It defines the
strategy, context, talent, organization, culture, and
purpose required to achieve the organization’s
strategic goals, while highlighting the gaps that
need to be closed between the current situation
and the target.  

It’s like an individual success profile but at the
organizational level. For this framework, we have
analyzed performance data from 8,000
organizations across 11 industries and 30 sectors.
This includes firms of various sizes—revenues
ranging from $1.2 billion (median) to $575 billion
(maximum), and headcounts ranging from 3,600
(median) to 1.6 million (max)—and 234 different
types of data, including numerous financial metrics,
operational figures, employee experience and
assessment data, and more.

By integrating this data into measures of
organizational performance on nine strategic
goals, we can identify distinct patterns of success
that would not be visible through any single metric
alone.  
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KORN FERRY’S NINE STRATEGIC GOALS 

Deliver Results Build Advantage Sustain Success

Expansion and Growth Innovation Human Capital

Financial Health AI, Technology, and
Digitization

Risk Management

Customer Focus Operational Optimization Corporate Social
Responsibility and

Governance

These goals are grouped into three overarching
categories, following a pattern of:  

goals many organizations tend to highlight
(deliver results),  

how they try to outperform competitors (build
advantage),  

and how they remain resilient and responsible
over time (sustain success).  

While strategic goal performance measures are
quantitative, these three broader categories are
conceptual rather than statistical. 

They were intuitively developed to organize
strategic goals into meaningful groups. 

SAMPLE APPLICATION: UNLOCK
HIGHER PERFORMANCE TO
ACCELERATE EXPANSION AND
GROWTH 

Expansion and growth starts with a vision for
where the organization can increase its presence,
how objectives might broaden, or which offerings
have hidden potential for diversification. But
ambitions to “accelerate growth” can mean
different things to different leaders.

The first step is to identify the goal and build
leadership alignment around what it means. 

What are your priorities and what are you
ultimately trying to accomplish?



4 © 2026 Korn Ferry. All Rights Reserved.

Thought Leadership

Surfacing different answers to these questions can
begin to unlock the work the organization needs to
accelerate Expansion and Growth.

Once you’ve aligned around Expansion and
Growth, the next step is to look at your current
status relative to what you are aiming for. This
process includes knowing where your organization
thrives and where your most important gaps are.  

With clarity on what you are striving toward and
where you are relative to that goal, the final step is
to determine the strategic levers to pull to be
more successful. Through extensive research, Korn
Ferry has insights into what actually drives
Expansion and Growth and predicts success. For
example, visionary leadership (the capability to
provide long-term direction and context) is a
validated driver of Expansion and Growth
performance. It would be far more strategic to
develop visionary leadership than general
leadership skills. Likewise, a culture of continuous
improvement predicts Expansion and Growth, so
it’s smart to consider how you’ll improve your
ability to iterate in the future, even when
restructuring is necessary. 

A RECIPE FOR SUCCESS 

Effective strategy and organizational performance
are not a matter of aspiration. They’re about
consistent strategic goal performance. The most
successful organizations don’t try to excel at
everything; they repeatedly focus on achieving the
goals that matter most. By identifying and
investing in the strategic levers that consistently
predict performance, leaders can turn strategic
ambition into measurable business results. 
 
The organizations that outperform over time are
not those that chase every opportunity—they
keep relentless focus on the goals that matter
most.

Korn Ferry offers support and advisory for
organizations looking to identify, align, and improve
their strategic goals and performance. Organization
assessments like the Enterprise Health Scan help
leaders understand strategic goal alignment
directly, while processes like establishing an
organization success profile can help organizations
understand their strategic goal performance and
improve it in the future.   

About Korn Ferry
Korn Ferry is a global consulting firm that
powers performance. We unlock the potential in
your people and unleash transformation across
your business—synchronizing strategy,
operations, and talent to accelerate
performance, fuel growth, and inspire a legacy
of change. That’s why the world’s most forward-
thinking companies across every major industry
turn to us—for a shared commitment to lasting
impact and the bold ambition to Be More Than.
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HOW WE DID IT

Subject matter experts identified quantitative
indicators of performance on each of nine strategic
goals (e.g., Financial Health). We created
composites of these measures to triangulate
signals across various types of indicators. We then
used organizational lever data (e.g., Leadership
Styles) to predict subsequent performance on
those measures (typically one year later), which
tells when a lever is correlated with a type of future
performance and when it is not. Person-level data,
such as competencies and traits, was aggregated
to the organization level prior to analysis, giving us
insights into organization-level changes, rather
than person-level changes. All reported
relationships were statistically significant at p < .05,
which tells us that there is a low likelihood that
results were observed by chance. Results reported
here are from OSP V2 data frame, OSP V2 levers
analysis, OCA3.0 Validation, and related work.
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APPENDIX

THE SPECIFICS OF SUCCESS: STRATEGIC GOALS, PRIORITIES, AND LEVERS 

Listed below are definitions for each strategic goal, examples of strategic priorities (subordinate objectives
underneath each strategic goal), and examples of strategic levers that predict subsequent performance
(including critical leadership styles, competencies, traits, drivers, dimensions of culture, etc.). 

Expansion and Growth aims to achieve sustainable growth by expanding into new markets, offerings, and
opportunities. Expansion and Growth performance is defined as increasing the organization's presence in
new markets, broadening its objectives, diversifying its offerings, and pursuing acquisitions or partnerships
to fuel long-term development.  

Strategic Priorities Strategic Levers

•  Market share optimization
•  Partnership development
•  Mergers and acquisitions

•  Visionary leadership style
•  Team goal clarity
•  Culture of continuous improvement

Financial Health aims to maintain long-term financial strength and sustainable profitability. Financial Health
performance is defined as ensuring the organization’s financial stability through generating sustainable
income, maintaining profitability, and managing expenditures efficiently.  

Strategic Priorities Strategic Levers

Capital structure optimization 
Cost reduction 
Asset utilization 

Visionary leadership style 
Directs work (a competency) 
Culture of excellence 

Customer Focus aims to deliver exceptional customer value so that the organization becomes the preferred
partner for customers. Customer Focus performance is defined as centering the organization’s activity
around its customers, including building and maintaining positive customer relationships, enhancing
interactions, and addressing customer needs to create positive and memorable experiences.  

Strategic Priorities Strategic Levers

Customer experience 
Customer centricity 
Brand development 

Collaboration (a driver) 
Culture of interpersonal trust 
Climate of responsibility and calculated risk 
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Strategic Priorities Strategic Levers

Process innovation 
Product or service innovation 
Business model development 

Develops talent (a competency) 
Strategic alignment of roles 
Culture of adaptability 

Strategic Priorities Strategic Levers

Leveraging automation 
Business intelligence 
Data security 

Participative leadership style 
Drives engagement (a competency)  
Culture of learning and development  

Strategic Priorities Strategic Levers

Organization structure optimization 
Decreasing time to market 
Operational excellence 

Participative leadership style 
Directs work (a competency) 
Culture of continuous improvement 

AI, Technology, and Digitization aims to accelerate digital transformation by leveraging AI and digital
technology to improve business performance and create competitive advantage. AI, Technology, and
Digitization performance is defined as integrating advanced digital tools, automation, and data-driven
insights to improve the organization's operations, enhance decision-making, and drive improvement.  

AUTHORS

Innovation aims to drive growth and competitive advantage through applied creativity. Innovation
performance is defined as applying creativity through ideas, processes, and products to drive the
organization’s value forward.  

Operational Optimization aims to achieve operational excellence through efficient, high-quality, and resilient
operations. Operational Optimization performance is defined as refining the organization's processes and
structures to maximize efficiency, reduce waste, and optimize the use of available resources to improve
overall performance.
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Strategic Priorities Strategic Levers

Driving employee engagement 
Improving leadership capability 
Workforce planning 

Develops talent (a competency) 
Perceptions of respect  
Culture of communication 

Strategic Priorities Strategic Levers

Production safety 
Product safety 
Stakeholder management 

Coaching leadership style 
Trust (a trait) 
Culture of ethics 

Strategic Priorities Strategic Levers

Environmental sustainability 
Improving governance 
Social responsibility 

Visionary leadership style 
Focus (a trait) 
Culture of empathy 

Risk Management aims to protect the organization by effectively managing risk and ensuring resilience. Risk
Management performance is defined as identifying the organization’s potential threats, ensuring regulatory
compliance, and developing strategies to minimize or prevent negative impacts from emerging risks.  

AUTHORS
Human Capital aims to build and sustain a high-performing workforce. Human Capital performance is
defined as attracting, nurturing, and retaining talented employees by fostering an environment of
development and growth to support the organization's objectives.  

Corporate Social Responsibility and Governance aims to operate responsibly through strong governance,
ethical leadership, and sustainable business practices. Corporate Social Responsibility and Governance
performance is defined as managing the organization’s environmental footprint, demonstrating social
accountability, and adhering to responsible leadership and ethical decision-making.  
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