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WHY THIS FRAMEWORK
EXISTS

Alignment Turns
Strategy Into Work
That Gets Done.

Every strategy has good intentions. Great
organizations turn them into ownership.

The 4A Alignment Framework was created to close
the gap between what leadership decides and what
frontline teams actually do — the handoff where most
strategies quietly stall.

Too often, priorities are set in a room most of the
organization never sees, then reinterpreted,
deprioritized, or lost entirely by the time they reach
the people doing the work. The 4A Framework treats
that handoff as something to design, not hope for.

Whether aligning a leadership team, a department, or
a single project, lasting execution begins with a clear,
repeatable cadence — assessing reality, aligning on
what matters, activating ownership, and advancing the
work every quarter.

Assess the reality. Align on what matters.
Activate ownership. Advance what’s working.
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Why Alignment Breaks Down

Most people strategies don't fail on the idea. They fail in the handoff
between what leadership decides and what frontline teams actually do.

The 4M Process Optimization Framework



THE PROBLEM

Where the Handoff Breaks

At the Top On the Ground

= Priorities are set in a room most of the » Managers reinterpret priorities through
org never sees their own filter

= Strategy is written as a theme, not a » Competing local priorities quietly win
decision out

= No single owner is named for each » Progress isn’t reviewed until it’s
priority already off track

= Success criteria are vague enough to » Teams optimize for looking busy over
argue about later being aligned

The 4A Alignment Framework



THE MODEL

The Framework by the Numbers

4k

Pillars, applied in sequence and then repeated as a loop

3-5

Active priorities at any one time — enough to matter, few enough to finish

90

Day cycle for reviewing progress and resetting priorities

The 4A Alignment Framework isn't a one-time planning exercise —
it's a cadence teams return to every quarter.

The 4A Alignment Framework



THE MODEL

Four Pillars, One Loop

Each pillar answers a different question — together, they turn a priority into work that gets finished.

ASSESS

Where are you now, really?

ALIGN

What matters most, and to whom?

ACTIVATE

Who does what, by when?

ADVANCE

Is it working, and what’s next?

The 4A Alignment Framework
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PILLAR ONE: ASSESS

Assess: Get an Honest Read

Before setting direction, understand the current state — not the version from the last leadership deck.

Core Activities

= Interview stakeholders across at least
two levels of the org chart

= Audit existing systems, workflows, and
documentation for gaps

= Pull whatever data already exists —
turnover, cycle time, survey scores

= Map where perception of "how things
work" differs from reality

Signals You’re Ready to Move On

* You can describe the current state
without using leadership's language for
it

*  You've heard the same gap from at
least two independent sources

* You have specific examples, not just
general impressions

= Stakeholders agree with your read-
back of what you heard

The 4A Alignment Framework



PILLAR ONE: ASSESS | TOOLKIT

Assess: Questions and Sources Worth Using

The quality of everything downstream depends on how well this pillar is run.

Interview Questions that Work

= “Walk me through the last time this
process broke down.”

= “What would you fix first if no one
could say no?”

= “Where do you go when the official
process doesn’t work?”

= “What does leadership believe about
this that isn’t true anymore?”

The 4A Alignment Framework

Data Worth Pulling First

= Turnover and internal mobility by
team, not just companywide

= Time-to-fill and time-to-productivity
for recent hires

= Survey verbatims, not just the scores

= Help desk or ticket volume by
category, if it exists
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PILLAR TWO: ALIGN

Align: Narrow to What Matters

Translate findings into a small number of priorities that leadership and frontline teams understand in

the same way.

Core Activities

= Limit active priorities to three to five at
any given time

= Write each priority as an outcome, not
a task

= Pressure-test each priority against the
Assess findings

= Confirm alignment in writing with
every sponsoring stakeholder

Signals You’re Ready to Move On

» Every priority has a named executive
sponsor

*  You could explain each priority to a
new hire in one sentence

» No two priorities compete for the same
limited resource unaddressed

= Sponsors have seen and approved the
list in writing

The 4A Alignment Framework

11



Align: Running the Prioritization Workshop

A structured 90-minute session beats a slow back-and-forth over email.

Suggested Agenda

10 minutes — share assess findings, no
discussion yet

20 minutes — each stakeholder silently
writes their top 3 priorities

30 minutes — group similar ideas,
discuss disagreements openly

20 minutes — force-rank to the top 3-5
as a group

10 minutes - assign a draft sponsor to
each and confirm next steps

The 4A Alignment Framework

Ground Rules

» No priority survives without a named
sponsor in the room

» “Important” isn’t enough — it must tie
to an assess finding

» Disagreement is resolved by rank, not
by adding more priorities
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Activate: Make It Owned

Convert priorities into a dated, accountable action plan — the step most strategies skip entirely.

Core Activities Signals You’re Ready to Move On

= Assign a single accountable owner per = Every priority has a name, not just a
priority — not a committee team, next to it

= Break each priority into 30/60/90-day = Milestones have dates, not just
milestones sequence

= Build the plan into existing team rituals *= Owners can restate their milestone
instead of a new meeting without checking notes

= Name the resource or budget trade-off = The plan fits on one page per priority
each priority requires

The 4A Alignment Framework



Activate: A Simple RACI for Each Priority

Ownership confusion is the single most common reason Activate stalls.

Role Responsible Accountable Consulted
Property Owner v v

Executive Sponsor v
Contributing Team Leads v v

Broader Organization

The 4A Alignment Framework

Informed
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Advance: Review & Adjust

O
X

Alignment is maintained on a cadence, not achieved once and left alone.

Core Activities

= Score each priority green/yellow/red
against its milestone

= Retire, revise, or replace priorities that
have stalled two cycles running

= Report progress in the same format
every cycle for easy comparison

= Feed new findings back into the next
Assess phase

The 4A Alignment Framework

Signals the Loop is Working

= Status reviews take minutes, not hours,
because the format is consistent

= Stalled priorities get retired instead of
quietly carried forward

» Leadership can name this quarter’s
priorities without looking them up

= Frontline teams reference the same
priorities leadership does

17




Advance: A Simple Scorecard Format

Use the same five columns every cycle so comparison across quarters is effortless.

Priority Owner Status This Cycle

[Priority 1] [Name] Green [1-line update]
[Priority 2] [Name] Green [1-line update]
[Priority 3] [Name] Green [1-line update]

The 4A Alignment Framework

Next Cycle
[1-line plan]
[1-line plan]

[1-line plan]

18



Metrics That Signal Alignment Health

Metric What It Tells You

% of priorities with a named owner Whether Activate is actually happening
Average days between status reviews Whether Advance is on a real cadence

% of priorities retired vs. carried forward Whether stalled work gets addressed honestly
Manager recall of current priorities Whether alignment reaches beyond leadership

The 4A Alignment Framework
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Common Pitfalls to Avoid

Pitfall Why It Happens

Every stakeholder wants their item

Too many priorities .
yp included

Ownership feels safer as a shared
No named owner

responsibility
Assess skipped Leadership already "knows" the problem
Advance skipped Reviews feel like admin, not strategy

The 4A Alignment Framework

Fix
Force a rank order; cut below five
One name per priority, no

exceptions

Require two independent data
sources

Fold review into an existing
leadership meeting

20



Questions Teams Usually Ask

= "What if leadership won't commit to only 3-5 priorities?" — Show them the RACI:
every added priority needs its own owner and sponsor, which surfaces the real trade-
off fast

= "What if a priority is genuinely stalled for a good reason?" — Advance allows revise,
not just retire — document the reason and reset the milestone

= "Who runs this if there's no dedicated People Ops role?" — Any HR generalist or
project lead can facilitate; the framework doesn't require a dedicated title

= "How is this different from OKRs?" — 4A is process-focused (how priorities move), not
just a goal-setting format — it can wrap around whatever goal system you already use

The 4A Alignment Framework
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Case Snapshot: An HRIS Rollout

= A mid-size organization's HRIS implementation had stalled for six months with a 14-
item wish list and no clear owner

= Assess revealed only two of six departments actually needed custom workflows —
scope narrowed immediately

= Align cut the wish list to four sponsor-approved priorities, each written as an outcome

= Activate replaced a standing steering committee with four named owners and 90-day
milestones

= By the first Advance cycle, three of four priorities were on track — the fourth was
formally re-scoped instead of left to drift

The 4A Alignment Framework
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Your First 30 Days With The 4A Framework

Run Assess: 6-8 stakeholder interviews, plus a data pull

Draft a one-page summary of findings

Run the Align workshop and lock 3-5 priorities

Get sponsor sign-off in writing

Run Activate: assign owners and 90-day milestones

Put the first Advance review on the calendar before you finish the week

The 4A Alignment Framework 23



Bring the 4A Alignment Framework to Your Team

A repeatable loop — not a one-time planning exercise.

= Assess the current state with real data, not assumptions
= Align on three to five priorities everyone can name
= Activate with a single owner and dated milestones per priority

» Advance on a fixed cadence, and let the loop repeat

The 4A Alignment Framework was created to close the gap between what leadership
decides and what frontline teams actually do — the handoff where most strategies quietly
stall.

Too often, priorities are set in a room most of the organization never sees, then
reinterpreted or lost by the time they reach the people doing the work. The 4A Framework
treats that handoff as something to design, not hope for.

Whether aligning a leadership team, a department, or a single project, lasting execution

begins with a clear, repeatable cadence — assessing reality, aligning on what matters,
activating ownership, and advancing the work every quarter.
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Bringing Structure to Complexity.
Turning Strategy into Results.

Sheila Mayoral is a strategist, author, and designer who
works at the intersection of HR, learning and
development, and organizational operations. With more
than 15 years of cross-functional experience, she partners
with leaders to simplify complexity, strengthen
performance, and build systems that scale.

Her work spans strategic operations, HR technology,
project management, organizational effectiveness, process
optimization, learning and development, and change
enablement—across industries that include commercial
real estate, healthcare, manufacturing, government,
insurance, financial services, education, and professional
services.

Sheila created the Cognitif Design Framework Series to
share practical, results-driven resources that help leaders
think clearly, make confident decisions, and create lasting
impact.

Sheila Mayoral

STRATEGIC THINKING
Aligning people, process, technology, and
strategy to move organizations forward.

PRACTICAL FRAMEWORKS
Creating simple, repeatable models that
leaders can apply immediately.

“I help organizations turn good
intentions into structured, repeatable
systems that drive clarity, alignment,

and measurable results".

EXECUTION FOCUS

Bringing structure, accountability, and clarity
to turn ideas into measurable results.

CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT
Helping teams learn, adapt, and build
better systems over time.

HOHlD

Good intentions start the conversation. Structured systems create the change.

COGNITIF DESIGN
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