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			How to become a business leader

			A company can get good results, but how can it achieve excellent results? In the modern competitive environment, is good not actually an enemy of excellence, contrary to the belief that the best are enemies of the good? This seems to be the thesis of Jim Collins, a former Stanford professor, in his book Good to Great, published in 2001.

			For five years, the author and his research team tried to uncover the mechanisms for conversion to extraordinary performance. To do this, they selected 11 companies rated as excellent and chosen for their results that are well above others in the market, and compared them to their competitors. The result raises many questions: far from relying on vivid strategies led by charismatic leaders with a strong sense of communication, moving to excellence is done gradually, with tact, and driven by discrete leaders with unrivalled determination.

			By forging a unique and refreshing vision of excellence, we are able to debunk the clichés. However, more than simply building a new design excellence, Collins and his colleagues were able to isolate the criteria that will enable you to establish whether your business is excellent. If not, you can then determine what you have to do in order to make it succeed.

			
				
					Important information

					
							Reference edition: Collins, J. (2001) Good to Great. Why Some Companies Make the Leap…and Others Don’t. USA: HarperBusiness.

							First edition: 2001.

							Author: James C. Collins (former professor at Stanford University, author, speaker, consultant and founder of his own management research centre, born in Boulder, Colorado, USA in 1958).

							Background and current work: Based on a comparative historical analysis, the book sets out the basic principles allowing virtually any business to improve its results and achieve excellence.

							Keywords:

					


			
					Company culture: A set of specific elements – rules, values, beliefs, rituals, etc. – which explain the inner workings of an organisation. 

					Leadership: The impact an individual can have on a group.

					Management: Implementing available human and material resources in a company in order to achieve set objectives.

					Strategy: A set of co-ordinated actions in order to achieve a specific purpose.

			

				

			

		


		
			Context

			The author

			James C. Collins, known as Jim, was born on 25 January 1958 in Boulder, Colorado. After studying mathematics at Stanford and obtaining an MBA, he worked for 18 months as a consultant with McKinsey and then as product manager for Hewlett Packard.

			In 1980, he married Joanne Ernst, a triathlete and future winner of Ironman Hawaii in February 1985, a multidisciplinary course consisting of a 3.8 km swim, a 180.2 km cycle and a 42.195 km run.

			He then began his academic career and taught courses in the faculty of Stanford Economics, where he received Teacher of the Year in 1992. In 1995, he created his own management research centre in Boulder, specialising in large-scale research for both the private and public sectors. Jim Collins has collaborated with companies such as CNN, as well as organisations such as the John Hopkins School of Medicine, Girl Scouts, and the Marine Corps of the United States.

			Jim Collins is the author of several bestsellers, including Built to Last (published in 1994), How the Mighty Fall (published in 2010), and Great by Choice (published in 2011), all of which have been translated into several languages. Good to Great has sold over four million copies (and continues to sell nearly 300 000 copies a year), has been translated into 32 languages and has featured on the bestseller lists of the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal and Business Week for several months.

			
				
					Did you know?

					Jim Collins is the grandson of Jimmy Collins, a test pilot for the Grumman military aviation company in the 1930s. He was also the author of the autobiography, Test Pilot, published in 1935. This autobiography inspired Victor Flemming (American director, 1883-1949) to make his eponymous film, starring actors such as Clark Gable, Myrna Loy and Spencer Tracy. On Jim Collins’ desk stands a picture of his grandfather posing, smoking a cigarette and frowning at the front of his F3 biplane. The photograph was taken just before the start of the aviator test flight that would prove fatal. Of course, Jim Collins has not only inherited his grandfather’s name, but also his appetite for risk-taking – the consultant is one of the best climbers in the United States – and even admits he was inspired by the personality of his grandfather to theorise his level 5 leadership concept.

				

			

			Context and the concept

			It was during a dinner that Jim Collins had the idea to write Good to Great. Presenting his previous book, Built to Last, in which he tries to identify the causes of longevity of a company with the help of his mentor Jerry I. Porras, he was challenged by Bill Meehan, CEO of Antenna McKinsey in San Francisco, who said: “You know, Jim, we love Built to Last around here. You and your co-author did a very fine job on the research and writing. Unfortunately, it's useless” (Collins, 2001: 1). Intrigued, Collins asked him to explain. “‘The companies you wrote about were, for the most part, always great,’ he said. ‘They never had to turn themselves from good companies into great companies. […]. But what about the vast majority of companies that wake up partway through life and realize that they're good, but not great?’” (ibid.). From then on, Collins had one obsession: to determine whether a good company can reach excellence, and if so, how.

			However, the concept of excellence was not new at that time: “In the early 80s, in a context of economic crisis and concerns about the performance of Japan, the concept of excellence made a splash in corporate media” (Heller, 2007: 42)1.

			The publication in 1981 of In Search of Excellence, by Tom Peters (born in 1942) and Robert Waterman (born in 1936), one of the biggest bestsellers in business literature, would then help to spread this new vocabulary. From that moment, the concept began to spread in the corporate world, where it became the ultimate goal, then seeped into the cultural field, where it became a society theme and saw a relay of press releases that were the subject of numerous publications. Therefore, since the late 1980s, it has been virtually impossible to escape the requirement of excellence.

			The reason for this success? The contemporary evolution of business, “which is not only the expression of an economic mode of action […] Just as the school or the Church once did, business now distributes its own values and develops a cultural pattern of behaviour, a way of being and living, organised around the values of action, conquest, performance, success…and excellence” (Aubert and Gaulejac, 1991: 71-72)1. In particular, they state that the principles of excellence “are the keystones to the internal operation of these companies that grow, always seeking to be the best, better than competitors, of course, but mostly better than yourself (ibid: 117). 

			Initially confined to the corporate world, these principles were gradually extended to non-market activities. And so it was that in 1987, Ronald Reagan (40th President of the United States, 1911-2004) introduced the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award (named after the Secretary of State for Trade of the time), to encourage “business excellence” in trade, health and education, as well as within non-profit organisations. 





			1 All quotations from these texts have been translated by 50Minutes.com

		


		
			Summary of Good to Great

			Summary

			Excellence as an objective

			By embarking on the writing of Good to Great, Jim Collins set a goal: to identify the basic principles allowing virtually any business to go from good to excellent. To do this, he was required to undertake a reflection earlier than he did in Built to Last, which showed, in 1994, how to ensure an excellent sustainable business status. As he explains himself, his new book should not be seen as a logical extension of the previous one, but as its prologue (p. 14).
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			The comparative historical analysis methodology

			To achieve the fundamental principles for the conversion to excellence, Collins began to compare companies that had been deemed excellent compared to their competitors, to see what distinguished them. Specifically, he proceeded in four stages: defining the criteria showing the passage from an average performance to an excellent performance and isolating the companies in this case; defining the criteria for comparison with other companies, who were showing good but not excellent performance, and isolate these companies; collecting as much data as possible on all successful companies; drawing general conclusions on the principles that lead to excellence.

			
					The first stage, named “Research” by the author, involves defining criteria to determine what is meant when we speak of company that were already good, and then became excellent. Finally, Collins looks at companies whose stock results did not exceed those of the market over a 15-year period, and those who experienced stock results that were three times the market average over a 15-year period. Collins focuses on 11 excellent companies from the list of 1435 from Fortune magazine. 

					“Compare to what?”: this is the question at the centre of the second stage. This stage is crucial because Collins does not simply identify what the excellent companies have in common, but also what distinguishes them from their competitors who are simply good. Two types of companies are chosen to be compared:	Direct comparison of companies, that is to say, companies that had the same industry, the same resources or the same opportunities in common with the excellent companies when they began their transition towards excellence, but who failed to achieve excellence;

	Continued comparison of companies who briefly managed to start on the course to excellence but could not maintain it.




					At the third stage, “The black box”, the author conducts a thorough analysis of all the companies selected (the excellent, those of direct comparison and those of continued comparison), by reading everything available about them, and resorting to the study of a range of parameters, such as corporate culture, remuneration of executives, management style, layoffs, strategy, etc.

					Finally, during the last stages, Collins goes “From chaos to concept” and strives to formalise the principles that lead to excellence, from all the data collected during the previous stage. He then identifies both what the great companies have in common and what distinguishes them from their competitors.

			

			Five years of research…to what conclusion?

			After putting his intuitions to the test with the data collected during the research and the exploratory interviews conducted, Collins managed to develop a framework of concepts. His findings establish that the transition from good to great is achieved through an evolutionary process (the steering wheel principle, see below) based on three main characteristics: disciplined people, disciplined thought and disciplined action. Each of these characteristics is organised around two concepts.
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			Key concepts

			The hypothesis defended by Collins is that any business can become great, provided the fundamental principles stated in his book are scrupulously respected.

			Disciplined people

			This first feature of excellent companies includes the concepts of level 5 leadership and “who before what”.

			
					Level 5 leadership: Collins distinguishes five levels of leadership in terms of the skills, abilities and personality traits possessed by the entrepreneur. 
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			Source: Collins, 2001: figure 2.3, p. 21

			Three main elements distinguish a level 5 leader:

			
					The special care they pay to building sustainable results. For example, they ensure that they prepare their succession, unlike a level 4 leader whose departure marks the end of excellence (which is also often a source of pride for the leader in question).

					Extreme modesty. The level 5 leader is quiet and reserved, far from the image of the visionary working with heavy communication. His success is due to a certain amount of luck and the quality of his employees. However, he assumes responsibility for the company’s failures.

					Unwavering determination. Paradoxically to this extreme personal modesty, the level 5 leader nourishes considerable ambition for the company and is therefore willing to make any sacrifice to achieve the goals they have set.

			

			
					“Who before what”: this concept means choosing the right people before determining an overall project to achieve. For whatever project it pursues, a company composed of poor employees will never become great. On the contrary, with the right people, the company can be sure of being able to adapt to the changing world. Specifically, we must always keep in mind the following principles:	No company can increase its revenue faster than it can recruit good employees to ensure growth.

	Each employee must occupy the position that is most consistent with his talents. Conversely, when you are sure that a person is not in the right place, do not hesitate to change their position, or failing that, to let them go.

	It is better to assign the best workers to opportunities rather than problems.




			

			Disciplined thought

			Disciplined thought is the notion of brutal facts and the concept of the hedgehog.

			
					The brutal facts: all companies that have achieved excellence started by accepting reality. As soon as a company acts courageously and honestly determines its exact location, the decisions to be made will appear themselves. But to achieve this, it is necessary to first create a climate of trust, respecting the following principle:	Lead with questions, rather than providential answers;

	Encourage frank and open discussion, without coercion (otherwise no one will dare to give their true opinion);

	Analyse the current situation without addressing reproaches;

	Create alert mechanisms designed so that no information can be ignored.


Finally, beyond having no illusions about the situation, the key to this concept is what Collins calls the “Stockdale Paradox”, which means facing reality, but keeping faith in a good outcome. 


					The hedgehog concept: any company wishing to achieve excellence should place at the foundation of its strategy a clear and simple concept that states that its position of excellence is located at the intersection of three circles, as shown in the figure below.
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			As for the term “hedgehog concept”, its origin is found in the distinction made by the philosopher Isaiah Berlin (1909-1997) between the fox and the hedgehog:

			
					A fox apprehends the world in all its complexity. It has several objectives simultaneously and therefore tends to drift.

					A hedgehog, conversely, simplifies the world and summarises it with a unifying term. Ignoring the complexity of the world, it reduces all challenges that present themselves to simple ideas.

			

			Based on this principle, Collins’ formula lastly issues a series of warnings:

			
					Even if a sector is the area of expertise for a company, or if it has been in the sector for a long time, it is not guaranteed to be the best;

					If a company is not the best in its core business, this cannot be the basis of the hedgehog concept;

					Excellent companies do not urge their employees to love what they do, but to do what they love.

			

			Disciplined action

			The action of the company must be based on a culture of discipline and technology accelerators.

			
					A culture of discipline: the idea is to combine clear and firm constraints (while leaving enough flexibility for individuals so that they can demonstrate initiative) and self-discipline of workers hired for their ability to excel. A culture of discipline is all the more important as it is essential to convert potential into reality. Indeed, many companies wishing to access excellence are failing due to lack of discipline. To achieve a culture of discipline, the following must be ensured:	Creating a culture around the ideas of freedom and responsibility;

	Feeding this culture through self-disciplined staff (hence the importance, once again, of “who before what”);

	Not confusing discipline and tyranny (the latter, as discipline imposed by force, is characterised above all by its inefficiency – as soon as the tyrant is gone, the pressure drops);

	Strictly focusing on the concept of the hedgehog (e.g. declining an opportunity that does not fit your core business, but where you have the ability to be the best).




					Technological catalysts: technology is an accelerator, not a trigger pulse. The fundamental question to ask is whether the technology fits with the hedgehog concept as it was previously defined. It is impossible for a company to make informed use of technology without having reliably determined its relevance to its core business. It is therefore preferable to avoid adopting the latest innovation only for fear of being exceeded.

			

			The steering wheel principle

			Although excellence is built around three main features – disciplined employees, culture and work – it should not be forgotten that the conversion to excellence is treated as an evolutionary process: this is the steering wheel principle. Far from being dramatic change, achieving sustainable changes is more akin to the action of turning a steering wheel: the effort is considerable at the start, then, under the effect of coherent and continuous force, it reduces and leads us in exactly the desired direction to the desired location.
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