You fixed how you say it.
But the problem is somewhere else.

What the leaders whose strategy succeeds do about

the half of communication they can't control.

by Leonardo Zangrando,
Leadership Communication Advisor




Every time you realise that your people don't get
your strategy, you focus on fixing your leadership

communication. But this approach keeps you looking

in one direction only, at you, the person speaking.
Never at what happens on the other side. You focus

on what you say, how you say it, how you can be more

assertive, more empathetic, more compelling. And it
helps, to an extent. You focus on clarity. But being
clearer will not fix the core issue.

well-formulated strategy failure rate

Communication is the key leadership tool to make things happen. The leader's responsibility is to
make their strategy happen through the people they lead. To do so, they need to make themselves
understood and interpreted correctly by their people. Yet this responsibility is consistently
undermined by leadership communication practice, exactly at the point where speaking should

become leading.

This gap has gone unattended for ever. Now it has a
name.

When was the last time this
happened to you?

You got asked the same clarifying question for the

umpteenth time. What is the matter? Why do they not

seem to understand? | thought | was clear.

Or you had to herd your teams after an important
announcement. You told them clearly, you said “go
there”, and they went all over the place.

Or you presented to your board, and you saw that
they were not getting it.

The first few times this happens, you might think it is
them. Why don't they get it? When it becomes a

recurring pattern, you do what any good leader does.

You ask yourself, maybe it's me. And you try to be
clearer, more articulate. When that gives only
marginal results, you look for external support. Your
comms team, a comms agency, speaker coaching,
leadership coaching. And you get good enough, but
just enough to call it done.

It has consequences

A Room that Nods
and then Scatters

The chief executive of a London firm opened
every monthly meeting the same way, reading
out the strategy so nobody could be unclear
about where the company was going. Her
staff survey agreed: eighty-four per cent said
they were clear on the top priorities. Then the
same researchers asked her own leadership
team to write down the company's top five. To
her dismay, not even a third could name two.

Yet she had done everything communication
asks of a leader. And somewhere between her
saying it and them getting it, most of it was
last. This is what broken leadership
communication looks like, Mot silence, not
conflict. A room that nods, and then scatters.
(Kebecca Homkes, London Business School: wider study

with Donald Sull, “Why Strategqy Execution Unravels",

Horvard Business Review. March 2015.)

Not just the direct consequences of going the wrong direction. The misreading makes them decide
something about you. The board questions the person, not the plan. And your people question your

ability to lead them.




The irony is that you keep suffering the misalignment, because your instinct to
correct yourself is right, but it makes you look away from where the issue really
lives.

The big comms misconception

Everything we do in comms touches what the leader says, how they say it, how
they can be more assertive, or authoritative, or empathetic. It focuses on all the
aspects which are under the leader’s control, and it implies an assumption: that the
leader’s responsibility is limited to the things they can control, while missing the
half that decides whether any of it lands.

A leader has to lead. These controllable actions can make the task easier yet miss a crucial point. To
lead, a leader must be interpreted correctly. To lead effectively, they need to make sure they will be
interpreted correctly by their people, with no leeway. And this cannot be controlled the same way as
all that comes before. Hence, it is never touched by the preparation.

That is often mentioned as the reason why a strategy failed or underdelivered. Because they
misunderstood it, because they didn’t listen, because they didn't get it. And when you tell the board,

they expect you to lead and achieve results, not to herd people.

The Interpretation Gap

The Interpretation Gap is the other half of communication. The forgotten one. It covers the distance
between what you mean and what your organisation actually does.

A leader must lead their people, but can’t control them. It sounds like a koan, a paradox used by Zen
teachers to go beyond conventional thinking and discover insight.

But is it really a paradox? Beyond direct control, there is another form of leadership that aims to
shape the understanding and interpretation of people to align them with the leader’s intentions. It’s

May 2026. Two leaders delivering a commencement address.
Two rooms of graduates worried about Al taking their future.

Eric Schmidt at Arizona University

Focused on transmission: acknowledge the fear,
explain the reality, persuade the audience to
see the opportunity.

Al is changing the world. The future is
uncertain, but you cannot surrender your
ARENCY.

When he mentioned Al leaders being named

Time's "People of the Year", the students booed
him. He heard the fear but returned to his
prepared argument.

"He says he understands our fear, but he has
already chosen the side af AL"

He prepared the message.

Ed Bastian at Emory University

Focused on interpretation: understand the fear,
shape the frame, then introduce the message.

Al should augment people, not replace them.
Humans must remain in control of how it is
used.

He showed the principle in action: Al-generated
text was not enough because “you want to hear
from me, not some algorithm of me"

"He understands our fear, and he is showing us a
way to face it."

He prepared the meaning.



not exactly influence. Nor it’s manipulation. It's what | call the Interpretation Gap. It's about focusing
not only on oneself to make transmission impeccable, but also on the other side of communication.
The one we believe is outside our control and take as an externality. That is, interpretation.

Sure, interpretation happens in the receiver’s mind. So it’s technically beyond the leader's direct
reach. Yet the leader has to lead, among all externalities, and take all of these into account. This is the
most important and the most unaccounted for.

To be fair, there are leaders who naturally see the interpretation gap and manage it. But treating it as
a gift frames it as a soft skill. In the past the solution could have been a generic “be more empathetic”.

Now we want an ability that is measurable, can be learnt, and produces actual results. Not just a gift

that some leaders possess and others don't.

Closing the Interpretation Gap is a key success factor for leaders, to align their organisations and
allow their people to focus on creating value rather than navigating misinterpretation. Theniit is the

leader's task to close it again every time it reopens.

What I kept seeing

For over twenty years in strategy consulting, | watched
leaders work every tool in the communication playbook.
What they say, how they say it, how to be more
compelling. Then I made the same mistake when | had the
chance to work with dozens of TEDx speakers and
corporate leaders, to help them become better
communicators.

And this gap is not just about leadership. We all live it
daily. Every time we say something we think is perfectly
clear and people make something else of it. We repeat,
we explain more, and we get frustrated. The same gap,
experienced personally.

The leaders whose strategy actually lands are doing
something different. Not “better communicators”, but
leaders who take charge of how they will be interpreted. |
keep seeing five things that these leaders consistently do.

Clarity, of intention and desired result.

Reception, how you will be heard by the people you will
be addressing.

Architecture, of your message, how to say the right thing
at the right time.

Friction, where and how you could still be misinterpreted.

Truth, the moment of truth, when you are alone at the
front addressing your people.

The Leader Who Asks
What Landed

One of the most successful turnaround
leaders | have met has a $1.7 billion
private-equity exit behind him. He ran the
$100 million facility at the heart of it, a
30-year-old operation, and doubled its
profit during his turnaround, the result that
supported the exit and the earnings
multiple, Separately, he took a $50 million
business from loss to profit in a month.
Earlier in his career he inherited a hostile
union that confronted him hard in his first
week,

| asked how he made his strategy land. He
did not talk about speeches or slides.

A day or two after every big message, he
walks the floor and asks people what they
think his three key messages were. If they
cannot remember, he says. it is on the
delivery, not on them. He picks five or six
people who will tell him the truth owver
lunch, and asks what they heard. With the
hostile union, he ranweekly town halls to
explain not what he wanted, but why. He
never called any of this a method. He just
does it. It is the whole of the other half,
done by instinct,



A structured approach to these five CRAFT dimensions can be learned and accelerates alignment
between the leader’s intent and their people's interpretation.

The first two are essential practices that are taught consistently from the transmission side, but taken
alone are not enough. Architecture is a second-order issue: the sequence you say things has a direct
implication on how you will be interpreted. Friction is a very focused practice of hearing what else
could be interpreted in your words.

The Moment of Truth is the only thing of all five which is exclusively the leader’s to own. It's when no
external support is at hand. No comms team, no coaches, no one else but the leader. And their people.

What you can do

Pick the few moments. Do not go full-scale to start with. Pick just the few moments where
interpretation is crucial. Work on them, and realise whenever your message might be misinterpreted.

Know what you want to change in them. Approach any conversation, any meeting, any piece of
communication knowing exactly what it is that you want to change after you deliver it. What do you
want to change in them? Not in you, but in them. Their beliefs, their understanding, their behaviours,
their actions.

Change the question you ask afterwards. After a meeting or a presentation, do not ask yourself how
it went. Ask them what they took away, and what they will do differently.

What comes first decides what lands. Think very carefully about how your words will be interpreted
depending on what you said before. So organise your presentation, your meeting, your message to
start with the things they need to know and understand, the things that will ground them for the big
piece of news you are going to deliver after that.

Let someone find the wrong reading. Even with the most careful preparation, you can be
misinterpreted on single words, on single pauses. So before this happens in the room, take the time to
test it with someone external, someone who is not you, because for you the clarity is already there.
Someone external can tell you what the most reasonable way to misread you could be.

Be present, and allow yourself to stop. Remember, when you are there, be present and sense what is
going on in the room. If you see that your script is not working, or that something is happening against
it, you are allowed to stop and take stock of what is going on. Name to yourself what you have
noticed, and deal with it before going on.

Yes but...

“Thus is not a communication problem. The plan is wrong for the situation.”

Yes, this could be true. The plan could be wrong for the situation, and in that case there is nothing
interpretation can do about it. But when the planis good and it is executed through different
interpretations by different teams it will underdeliver. This is the point. If everybody moves in the
same direction and they fail, it is the plan. But if everybody went in different directions, then it was a
matter of interpretation.



“Communication is the cherry on the cake. Get the right people, systems and incentives
and it takes care of itself.”

When | hear this, | look at the leader | have in front of me. Most often it’s a successful leader, and | am
a hundred per cent sure that they are already managing the interpretation gap so that the
transmission lands correctly. They do not need the support of comms or speaker coaching, because
they are already doing it. They are already taking responsibility for the interpretation part.

“It isn't all mine. Surely it's fifty-fifty.”

When | hear this, | see a leader making a perfectly accurate observation. Interpretation does happen
in two minds. But there is an asymmetry. When you speak to your people, the flow is from you to
them. And that asymmetry gives you more agency to shape how your message lands. Not to force
interpretation, but to make it easier for them to interpret it the way you intended.

Why that half is yours

I've heard these objections time and again. They are usually reasonable motives to stay away from the
unknown. Because interpretation is the unknown part of communication. While focusing on
transmission gives us a strong sense of agency, focusing on interpretation feels like a lost battle. But
it's not a battle against your people, it's the leader's responsibility to be on the same side with their
people to make the organisation successful.

You do it already whenever you choose what to say and what to withhold, who to say what. You do it
naturally, but when it becomes hard, you forget it and revert to the prescribed medicines.

You were never unclear. You were misinterpreted. Being clearer will not fix that. Closing the
Interpretation Gap will. That half is yours, and no one can close it for you every time it reopens.

Al for once can really help

This change is not driven by Al. It is the natural evolution of leadership. But now Al is everywhere. How
will Al influence this trend? | see 2 options.

The bad use of Al. The number of badly written memos and communications that smell Al from afar is
rapidly growing. Al is not good at writing in your voice with your ideas. It is even worse at being there
alone with your people.

1900 1980 2000 MNOW
How do | tell people Howe do | align How do | make my How do | ensure people
what to do? everyone behind the message clear? interpret correctly what
strategy? | intended?
Command and Strategy Cascading Improve Design for
Control Transmissicn Interpretation

Clear instructions,
standardisation and
compliance.

Align objectives,
processes and
execution.

Better
communicators,
better stories, better
coaching.

P

Anticipate the
Interpretation Gap.
Close it before it

appears.




The good use of Al. Al is already good at spotting inconsistencies, identifying trends, helping you align
your thoughts. Used well, it can support a leader across all five areas of CRAFT without replacing them.

Rather, augmenting them.

So what does that look like in practice?

Imagine having someone to challenge your thinking
whenever a high-stakes communication is approaching.
Not to write your message. Not to tell you what to say.
But to test how your words are likely to be interpreted
before anyone else sees them. To surface the
interpretations you haven't considered. To identify the
place where clarity is most likely to break.

A few leaders already do this, with a tool in their pocket
for the moment there's no one to bounce a message off
before it goes out. It's called Drift.

Drift is a conversation on WhatsApp.

Before the meeting. Before the board paper goes out.
Before the town hall. Before the strategy document is
shared. Before the difficult email is sent. Bring Drift
whatever you're about to communicate.

Together, you'll stress-test how it's most likely to be
interpreted. You'll identify the most reasonable wrong
reading and uncover where your intended meaning is
most likely to drift away from what people actually hear.

Drift lives in your pocket, ready for the moments when
there isn't another trusted leader to challenge your
thinking.

How is your next year as CEO going to change if you
manage to make this approach the norm even when
things are hard?

Just bring your next high-stakes moment and start the
conversation: https://wa.me/447472089874?text=Drift

Three complimentary analyses
No app

No registration

No credit card

No commitment

Just value

If it's as useful as | believe it will be, I'll be glad to have
you among the first leaders to take it further.

The Meeting That
Almost Led With the Crisis

A newly appointed GM, two months into
running a strugeling regional subsidiary
brought a presentation to Drift before taking
it to his group's CFO. Below-target results, a
critical cash position, a recovery measured in
vears. His instinct was to lead with the urgent
thing, the cash. Drift's read was that on the
other side, in how the CFO would hear it,
leading with the crisis says only one thing: |
am in trouble, rescue me. So the order
changed. Open by showing the situation is
readable, that he can diagnose it and act, then
the risks, then the ask. Same facts, opposite
reading: a leader in control, not one drowning.
The second thing was his two months in the
role, He wanted to play it down. It was his
strongest card. New enough ta have nothing
to defend, he was the one person who could
tell the CFO the truth. Mot a weakness to
hide. The reason to trust him.

The Interpretation Gap
Can Hide Everywhere

The same read as for an upcoming high-stakes
conversation, works on anything a leader is
about to put in front of people. One leader
brought a bio that cpenad with a list of famous
employvers and buried the ane fact her readers
needed and she took for granted: that she was
from their region, sharing the same culture, not
importing a framework. Another brought a
strong report that lost its reader in the final
sections just before the critical ask. Different
pieces, the same gap.


https://wa.me/447472089874?text=Drift
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