Book Review: Charting the Course by Tara Rethore
and Catherine Langreney

Opening / Summary of the Book’s Key Points

In Charting the Course: CEO Tools to Align Strategy and Operations, Tara Rethore and Catherine Langreney
offer a practical, executive-level guide to one of the most persistent leadership challenges: turning strategy
into operational reality.

The book’s core message is that strategy alone is insufficient. A well-designed strategy can still fail if leaders
do not translate it into clear priorities, operating rhythms, accountability structures, resource decisions, and
learning loops. Rethore and Langreney frame strategy as a journey: leaders must set the destination, plan
the route, manage momentum, respond to changing conditions, and continually incorporate learning.

For board directors, senior executives, SEC Qualified Financial Experts, Qualified Risk Directors, and
Qualified Technology Experts, the book is useful because it connects strategic ambition with execution
discipline. It is not an abstract strategy text. It is a working guide for leaders who must align people, capital,
processes, operating capacity, and decision-making around strategic intent.

Director Relevance / Why This Book Matters Now

This book is timely because boards are overseeing organizations in an environment defined by volatility,
technological disruption, geopolitical uncertainty, inflationary pressure, cyber risk, workforce change, and
capital allocation constraints. In that context, the central board question is not simply, “Do we have a
strategy?” The better question is, “Can management execute the strategy under real-world conditions?”

Charting the Course helps directors focus on the bridge between aspiration and delivery. It reminds boards
that strategy must be operationalized through priorities, metrics, ownership, resources, and course
correction. For directors, the book provides a useful lens for testing whether management’s strategic
narrative is supported by execution capability.

More Detail on the Key Points

The first major contribution of the book is its focus on alignment between strategy and operations.

Rethore and Langreney emphasize that execution requires more than communicating a strategic plan.
Leaders must connect strategic goals to operating plans, team responsibilities, financial resources, and
measurable outcomes.

A second important theme is practicality. The book is designed as a set of tools for CEOs and executive
teams. Its value lies in helping leaders move from conceptual strategy to actionable work. For directors, this
is especially relevant because board materials often describe initiatives, but not always the operating
mechanisms needed to deliver them.



A third key point is adaptability. Strategy execution is not linear. Conditions change, assumptions prove
incomplete, and leaders must respond without losing sight of the destination. The book’s journey metaphor
is useful because it acknowledges that strategy requires both direction and flexibility.

A fourth theme is shared understanding. Organizations execute better when leaders use common
language, align around priorities, and understand how their work contributes to the broader strategy. For
boards, this raises an important oversight issue: does the leadership team truly share the same
understanding of the strategy, or are executives using the same words to mean different things?

Examples / Practical Application

A practical application of the book is the use of structured tools to translate strategy into operational plans.
Directors can use this concept when reviewing strategic plans, annual operating plans, capital budgets,
transformation programs, or post-merger integration efforts. The board should ask: What are the critical
milestones? Who owns them? What resources are required? What assumptions must hold? What early-
warning indicators will tell us whether execution is off track?

Another practical example is the book’s emphasis on managing the journey rather than simply launching
the plan. This is highly relevant to board oversight. Many organizations invest heavily in strategy
development but underinvest in implementation governance. The board’s role is to ensure that
management has the cadence, reporting, accountability, and learning processes required to sustain
progress.

The book also has leadership relevance. It challenges executives to avoid the common failure mode of
treating strategy as an annual event rather than an ongoing discipline.

Financial Expert / Audit Committee Lens

For SEC Qualified Financial Experts and audit committee members, Charting the Course raises a critical
question: does the strategy have financial integrity?

A strategy should be supported by credible assumptions about revenue, margins, cash flow, capital
requirements, liquidity, leverage, risk-adjusted returns, and execution costs. Audit and finance committees
should be alert to strategic plans that are compelling in narrative form but weak in financial substantiation.

The book also reinforces the importance of management reporting. Directors need dashboards that
connect strategy to financial and operational performance, not merely backward-looking accounting
results. The financial expert’s role is to test whether the plan is funded, measurable, controlled, and resilient
under downside scenarios.

Risk Governance Lens

For Qualified Risk Directors, the book is a reminder that execution risk is enterprise risk. A strategy can fail
because of weak governance, unclear accountability, poor incentives, operational bottlenecks, inadequate
talent, technology gaps, regulatory constraints, or unrealistic assumptions.



Risk oversight should therefore be embedded in the strategy execution process. Directors should ask
whether management has identified the principal risks to execution, defined risk appetite, created
escalation triggers, and tested the plan under adverse scenarios. The strategy may be sound, but the
operating system must be capable of absorbing disruption.

Technology / Digital / AI Oversight Lens

For Qualified Technology Experts, Charting the Course is relevant because most modern strategies depend
on technology execution. Digital transformation, Al adoption, cybersecurity resilience, data governance,
cloud migration, automation, and platform modernization are not side projects. They are often central to
whether the strategy can be delivered.

The technology oversight question is whether management has aligned the technology roadmap with
business strategy. Directors should ask: Are technology investments tied to customer value, operational
resilience, productivity, risk reduction, or growth? Are Al and data initiatives governed with clear ownership
and controls? Are cyber and vendor risks incorporated into execution planning?

Committee-Level Implications

For the Audit / Risk Committee, the book reinforces the need to connect strategy execution with controls,
risk escalation, assurance, and reliable reporting.

For the Finance / Investment Committee, it supports disciplined capital allocation and post-investment
review.

For the Technology / Cyber / Innovation Committee, it highlights the importance of aligning digital
capability with strategic ambition.

For the Compensation / Talent Committee, it raises questions about whether incentives, leadership
capacity, and succession plans support execution.

For the Nominating and Governance Committee, it is relevant to board composition, committee design,
and director education.

For the Full Board, the book is a reminder that strategy oversight does not end with approval of the plan. It
begins there.

Boardroom Questions

After reading Charting the Course, directors should ask:

1. Can management clearly explain how strategy translates into operational priorities?
2. What assumptions must hold for the strategy to succeed?

3. Are resources aligned with the stated strategic priorities?

4. Who owns each major execution milestone?



5. What metrics will tell us whether the strategy is working?

6. What execution risks are most likely to derail the plan?

7. How are technology, talent, and capital allocation integrated into execution?

8. What have we learned since approving the strategy, and what needs to change?

Metrics, Signals, and Red Flags

Directors could monitor:

1. Strategy milestone completion rates.

2. Capital allocation versus approved strategic priorities.

3. Operating margin, cash flow, and return-on-invested-capital trends.

4. Talent capacity and leadership succession readiness.

5. Technology delivery, cyber resilience, and transformation milestones.
6. Customer, employee, and market indicators tied to strategic outcomes.

Red flags include unclear ownership, shifting priorities, unfunded initiatives, weak dashboard reporting,
inconsistent executive narratives, delayed technology delivery, and repeated explanations that external
conditions alone caused missed targets.

Practical Boardroom Application / Next 90 Days

In the next 90 days, a board could use Charting the Course to review the company’s current strategic plan
and ask management to map it to operational priorities, capital commitments, risk assumptions,
technology dependencies, talent requirements, and measurable milestones.

A practical board exercise would be to ask each executive to answer: What part of the strategy do you own?
What must go right? What could go wrong? What do you need from the rest of the organization? What will
the board see if execution is on track?

Limitations / Cautions

The book is strongest as a practical CEO and executive-team guide. It is not primarily a board governance
manual, nor is it a technical finance, risk, or technology text. Directors should therefore use it as a strategy-
execution lens rather than as a comprehensive oversight framework.

Its greatest value is that it helps boards test whether management has moved beyond strategy language
into execution architecture.

Conclusion / Call to Action

Charting the Course is a valuable read for directors and senior executives because it focuses on the hard
middle ground between strategy formulation and measurable results. It reminds leaders that strategy must
be translated into operating discipline, resource alignment, accountability, adaptability, and learning.



The call to action is straightforward: read the book alongside your organization’s current strategic plan,
operating plan, capital budget, risk register, and technology roadmap. Then ask whether they truly fit
together.

For directors, the measure of a good strategy book is not whether it inspires better language. It is whether
it helps the board ask better questions about execution. On that standard, Charting the Course is well worth
the time.

Overall Director Takeaway

The most important takeaway is that strategy oversight is execution oversight. Boards should not stop at
approving the destination. They must understand whether management has the operating capability,
resources, metrics, risk discipline, technology roadmap, and leadership alignment required to complete the
journey.
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