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Chapter 1

WHAT’S YOUR VALUES PROPOSITION?

“Competition Is Not the Same as Choice”

It’s a pleasant, active, fairly unremarkable Friday in Milton Keynes, a pleasant, active, fairly unremarkable city about fifty miles northwest of London, equidistant from Cambridge and Oxford. Milton Keynes offers little of the history, pageantry, and color of these legendary destinations. It is an unassuming place of office buildings, shopping malls, and residential developments—a so-called “new city” created in the 1960s to showcase the power of commonsense urban policies and business-friendly economic strategies. Today, Milton Keynes boasts solid growth and low unemployment, even as it lacks a sense of style. Francis Tibbalds, the late British architect and urban planner, and the author of an influential book called Making People-Friendly Towns, was impressed with the substance of what the city had achieved, but dismissed its personality as “bland, rigid, sterile, and totally boring.” In a paper titled “Milton Keynes—Who Forgot the Urban Design?” Tibbalds lamented that the city had missed the opportunity “to become one of the world’s greatest examples of new place-making” and had become instead “just another collection of good, bad, and indifferent buildings.”1

All of which makes what’s happening in the Oakgrove district so out of character. Crowds of curious residents drive, walk, and otherwise gather around a noisy, energetic sidewalk scene. A DJ is spinning tunes and swaying to the thumping beat of the latest dance music. A clown on stilts is delighting kids and high-fiving anyone tall enough to reach her hand. There’s popcorn and ice cream and face painting. There are also several prominent politicians, including the mayor of Milton Keynes, sporting his ornate chain of office, a British ceremonial artifact that extends back to the Middle Ages, and the local member of Parliament, a Tory who beat the mayor in the last election. (The former rivals seem to get along fine.) But perhaps the most notable celebrity is a twelve-year-old Yorkshire terrier named Sir Duffield, who passersby recognize, fawn over, and ask to pet.

Does this energetic gathering herald the opening of a big show from Cirque du Soleil? Or the local premiere of a Hollywood blockbuster? Actually, believe it or not, it’s the first day of a two-day festival celebrating the arrival of a new bank—a bank that is taking Milton Keynes, and England as a whole, by storm. Metro Bank opened its first retail location, in central London’s Holborn neighborhood, back in July 2010. The company has been on a tear ever since, opening locations in London’s busiest areas (Earls Court, Kensington, the City of London financial district), as well as Cambridge to the northeast, Brighton to the south, and Reading to the west. This grand opening is for Metro’s second branch in Milton Keynes, and its twenty-seventh in England. The bank’s near-term goal is to open 200 locations, sign up 1 million customers, recruit 5,000 employees, and attract $40 billion in deposits by 2020—an audacious plan that has attracted more than $1.4 billion in capital from some of the world’s best-known investors and created the buzziest financial-services brand in the United Kingdom.2

Metro Bank, it should be understood, is not just another entrepreneurial growth story. It is quite literally unlike any financial institution England has seen before. This location, like all of Metro’s retail branches, is bright and brash, playful and provocative. The shimmering glass structure, with its red-and-black interior color scheme, its high ceilings and silver columns, evokes the spirit of a polished Apple Store rather than a musty bank. Signs in the lobby and slogans on the screens of the ATMs feel like rallying cries more than product messages: LOVE YOUR BANK AT LAST! DOGS RULE! KIDS ROCK! NO MORE STUPID BANK RULES! Brightly colored coincounting stations, called Magic Money Machines, look like contraptions Willy Wonka might have designed for his chocolate factory. Images of the company’s mascot, an oversized M named Metro Man, loom large. (Metro Man himself is on hand to greet the crowd in Milton Keynes.) Bank staffers make their own design statements in keeping with Metro’s look and feel. The women wear red dresses with black blazers, or black dresses with red blazers, the men wear suits with crisp white shirts and red ties. Even Sir Duffield sports a fetching Metro Bank dog scarf.

“We didn’t come here to make a better bank branch,” declares Shirley Hill, the wife of cofounder Vernon Hill and the person most responsible for Metro’s “architectural fabric”—a one-of-a-kind blend of physical space, customer experience, and company culture that distinguishes the bank from all of its peers in the United Kingdom. “We came here to be the greatest in the world. To be a little better is not very interesting, even though it is very easy to do.” So what does it take to be the greatest in the world? “It requires fanatical attention to detail,” she replies. “Everything we do either helps or hurts the brand. Everything. If a sign is crooked, if one of our people doesn’t smile, if we don’t maintain a sense of energy, then we are hurting the message. We have to make customer service fun for our people. People won’t do it if it isn’t fun, if they don’t feel proud every day. Nobody else works like this.”

It’s hard to argue the point. For decades, centuries, really, banking in the United Kingdom has been dominated by five so-called high street institutions, the British term for retail banks that accept consumer deposits. The Big Five (giants such as Lloyds, Barclays, and Royal Bank of Scotland) are immensely powerful, highly unpopular, and virtually indistinguishable from one another. A think-tank report from London’s Cass Business School estimates that the giant banks account for 77 percent of the United Kingdom’s personal accounts and 85 percent of its business accounts, even as the banking system generated 21 million customer complaints from 2008 to mid-2014. The Big Five have struggled under “a toxic culture [that was] decades in the making,” the report concludes, with demoralized employees, unhappy customers, and low public esteem. That culture, the think tank warned, “will take a generation to clean up.”3


“Everything we do either helps or hurts the brand. Everything. If a sign is crooked, if one of our people doesn’t smile, if we don’t maintain a sense of energy, then we are hurting the message.”



Metro Bank is the forward-looking alternative to this tortured history, with an emphasis on history. It is the first new high street bank chartered in England since 1835. Talk about old money: Metro’s “youngest” Big Five rival was incorporated before Buckingham Palace became the official home of the British monarch. (Queen Victoria took up residence back in 1837.) No wonder the upstart feels so unorthodox, so full of swagger, so eager to reinvent every aspect of how the industry operates. For example, in a country with a financial system infamous for limited hours and plentiful “bank holidays,” Metro locations are open 362 days per year, twelve hours a day during the week, ten hours on Saturday, six on Sunday. (The bank’s locations are closed only on Christmas, Easter, and New Year’s Day.)

Moreover, in an industry plagued by long lines and painfully slow response times, Metro vows that new customers can walk into a branch, open an account, and leave with a working debit card and full access to online banking—all within fifteen minutes and without any paper forms. It imposes no fees on checking accounts or ATM cards, and makes huge investments in amenities (such as safe-deposit boxes and its coin-counting machines) that have largely vanished from the banking scene in many places. In Slough, a city one hour south of Milton Keynes, Metro opened the first drive-through bank in UK history, an innovation deemed so remarkable (seriously) that it attracted the attention of the BBC. In October 2015, when it opened its second drive-through window, this time in Southall, thirty minutes due east of Slough, it created a similar sense of fascination.

But here’s what’s even more remarkable about the rise of Metro Bank in the United Kingdom. It is, in a real sense, nothing all that new. In fact, it is the living, breathing reincarnation of a business model that Vernon Hill created decades ago in the United States to great acclaim and recognition, and ultimately to great wealth. Hill founded Commerce Bank in 1973, at age twenty-six, with a handful of employees, $1.5 million in capital, and one location in southern New Jersey. Commerce was sold thirty-five years later to Canada’s TD Bank for $8.5 billion—after Hill and his colleagues built one of the country’s most distinctive financial-services brands, with outposts from Florida to Maine and a major presence in the ultracompetitive New York City market.

“Every great company has redefined the business that it’s in,” Hill likes to say, and that’s what Commerce did up and down the East Coast of the United States. But Commerce didn’t rely on cutting-edge technology, never-seen-before business models, or other forms of radical business disruption. Instead, in a bland, dull, colorless field, it created a banking experience around what he calls “retailtainment”—fun, lighthearted, surprising gestures that encouraged customers to visit the branches, spend time there with the kids, and get to know the staffers—rather than treat their bank like the electric utility or the cable company, or, in recent years, to do as many transactions as possible online. Sure, Hill and his American colleagues used to joke that they operated on the “lunatic fringe” of the financial-services industry, that their business practices and culture were so unlike any other bank that their competitors would not dare copy them, even when their results showed how powerful and effective they were. But they were fueled as much by common sense and old-fashioned values as they were by new-wave thinking and futuristic software.4

Well, the “lunatic fringe” now extends across the Atlantic. Hill exported the most advanced and cosmopolitan version of the Commerce model, which he and his colleagues rolled out in New York City, first to London and now to cities and towns within a two-hour radius of the British capital. It’s hard to overstate the sense of movement and momentum Metro has unleashed. The notoriously skeptical British press has lionized Hill as a breath of fresh air in an industry choking on bad practices and lousy service. When Mike Bird, a reporter covering European markets and financial-services companies, visited Metro’s Holborn location to see for himself what the fuss was about, he wrote an article titled “I Was So Impressed with This New British Bank That I Opened an Account.” Hill spends a big chunk of his time giving speeches to business leaders eager to learn from his unconventional strategies and brash rules for success. Inexplicably, his canine sidekick, Sir Duffield, has attracted nearly as much coverage as the bank’s founder. “Duffy may be the most famous dog since Rin Tin Tin,” his proud owner quips as yet another fan asks to pet him. (Hill is only half joking; Sir Duffield has his own business card and Twitter account, along with a stack of newspaper clippings attesting to his celebrity.)5

This sense of enthusiasm is not limited to customers and the media. Metro Bank has attracted a genuinely impressive roster of financial backers, from high-powered American billionaires (including hedge-fund titan Steven A. Cohen, home builders Bruce and Robert Toll, and Willett Advisors LLC, which handles investments for Michael Bloomberg) to blue-chip institutional investors such as Fidelity and Wellington Management. In March 2016, less than six years after the bank opened its first location, Hill and Metro Bank announced that they had raised another big round of capital from investors (more than $580 million) and were preparing to be listed on the London Stock Exchange with a market value of roughly $2.3 billion.

Indeed, on the day I visited Metro Bank’s London headquarters, one of Hill’s early financial backers, a value investor by the name of Thomas Tryforos, happened to be visiting as well. Tryforos, who is a disciple of the security-analysis principles pioneered in the 1930s by Benjamin Graham and David Dodd, and who, like they once did, teaches at Columbia Business School, had never before invested in a new company, which are, by and large, anathema to value investors. “This was the second-biggest investment I ever made, and the first time I invested in a start-up,” Tryforos told me. “Now I ask myself, ‘Why didn’t I make it even bigger?’ You can’t imagine this until you’ve seen it yourself. Every person I meet is like a marketing machine for Metro Bank. I went to a branch opening last year and I thought, ‘This is my favorite company to visit because it’s fun.’ And if it’s fun for me, as an investor, what must it be like for customers?”

Not to mention employees. Like any fast-growing company, Metro Bank has been on a hiring binge over the last five years, building a team of senior executives, private bankers, commercial lenders, and frontline service people to staff the retail stores. (“Our job is to find great bankers trapped in broken bank models,” Vernon Hill quips.) Of course Metro evaluates candidates for their product knowledge, technical expertise, and relevant industry experience, especially as it applies to executives and specialists in commercial banking. But what the bank insists on, explains Danielle Harmer, Metro’s chief people officer, is what she calls “zest”—a palpable sense of enthusiasm, a positive energy and sense of commitment to the cause, that informs how people behave, communicate, and interact. “Ultimately, how we treat each other is how we treat our customers,” she told me. “So who you are counts for as much as what you know. You can be outwardly zesty or inwardly zesty, either way is fine. But if you’re the kind of person who sucks the energy out of those around you, this is the wrong place for you.”

In short, in less than six years, Metro Bank has become an undeniable passion brand in a field in desperate need of positive passion. “People here hate their banks,” Hill told me in Milton Keynes as he watched the crowd of visitors sizing up his newest location. “In America, people dislike their banks, they find them annoying. This is rabid hate. The high street banks had a cartel. They trained people to accept whatever they offered because they had no alternative. Well, we are the alternative. And customers are going berserk. Everything we did in New York works better in London. Metro will do in ten years what it took Commerce more than thirty years to do.”

“KILL ROUTINE BEFORE IT KILLS YOU” —WHY AVERAGE IS OVER

The first rule of strategy is that how you think shapes how you compete. Back in the mid-1980s, a McKinsey & Company consultant by the name of Michael J. Lanning coined a term that still shapes how businesspeople think about competition and markets, and how they evaluate their positioning versus rivals. The true logic of success, Lanning argued, did not just revolve around R&D and the most advanced technology, or supply chains and the most efficient operations—stuff that happens inside the company. Ultimately, success revolved around what happened with customers outside the company, and not just feel-good promises to serve, satisfy, or otherwise delight them. Leaders had to devise what he called a “value proposition’—a “clear, simple statement of the benefits, both tangible and intangible, that the company will provide, along with the approximate price it will charge each customer segment for those benefits.” Moreover, organizations had to deliver those benefits on a consistent basis. “Having selected a particular value proposition,” Lanning urged, “you must see to it that this proposition ‘echoes’ throughout the business system to ensure that each activity of the company serves to reinforce the chosen value. New value propositions can certainly lead to a winning strategy, but so can superior echoing of a more ordinary value proposition.”6

This may not read like a stirring manifesto for strategic revolution, but Lanning’s concept of the value proposition galvanized a generation of business leaders around a market-driven agenda of enhancing quality, slashing response times, adding functionality, segmenting markets—delivering features and improvements for which customers were willing to pay. Companies came to understand the virtues of being better, faster, and more reliable, not just because it made their operations more productive but because it made people more eager to do business with them. “All of the company’s customers,” Lanning advised, “should see significantly more benefit from the transaction than they are being asked to pay.” In other words, the way to make sense of competition and markets, to develop long-term strategies that create lasting wealth, was with finely tuned reasoning driven by insights about what customers actually valued.

To which I say yes . . . but. Thirty years after the concept of the value proposition was invented, we live in a world where customers can choose from more options and alternatives than they’ve ever had, where rivals are more numerous and capable than they’ve ever been. In this world, success is no longer just about price, performance, features—delivering tangible and rational economic value that responds to what customers need. It is about passion, emotion, identity—sharing a richly defined values proposition that revisits basic questions about what customers can expect and what organizations can deliver. The most successful organizations aren’t the ones with the most cutting-edge technology or the most radical business plans. They’re the ones that champion the most compelling ideas, craft the most memorable experiences, attract the most fervent customers, and recruit the most loyal allies. That is, the organizations that position themselves as an alluring alternative to a predictable (albeit efficient) status quo.

“Most companies aren’t dysfunctional, they’re dull,” argues Lior Arussy, the thinker and consultant we heard from in the prologue. “That doesn’t mean they’re not innovating, it’s that everyone is chasing the same things, and what qualifies as ‘standard performance’ is always moving up. Success has to evolve to be sustainable. This is not just about strategy, by the way, this is about behavior. You can call a company boring and people don’t get offended. But you tell the individuals in that company that they are behaving in ways that are boring, and things get uncomfortable.”7

Translation: Companies that manage to rise above the pack and stand alone, that win big in fiercely competitive times, are those that create a one-of-a-kind presence and deliver a one-of-a-kind performance that is not just a little better than what other companies do. They do things that other organizations can’t or won’t do. Vernon Hill is a classic example of an idea-driven entrepreneur who devised a unique values proposition—in his case, to transform a familiar (even “boring”) field into a theatrical experience, a way of interacting with customers that customers never asked for until he showed them what was possible. He and his colleagues do things that the other high street banks can’t do because they have a point of view about what matters in their field that those banks simply don’t recognize.

Put differently, Metro Bank has created what brand strategist Adam Morgan dubs a “lighthouse identity.” Morgan is the founder of a global marketing agency called eatbigfish, with offices in London, San Francisco, and New York City. He and his colleagues have spent years studying companies that break from prevailing norms and practices in their fields. These challenger brands, Morgan argues, exhibit many different personalities, from the Democratiser to the Irreverent Maverick to the Feisty Underdog. But all of them exude a strategic presence built on four key pillars. First is a point of view: “They have a very particular take on how they see the world.” Next is intensity: “They offer an intense projection of who they are in everything they do.” Then comes salience: “They are highly intrusive, one cannot avoid noticing their activity even if not actively looking in their direction.” Finally, they are built on rock: They assert “a compelling conviction that the stance they are taking is one that is uniquely theirs.”

It’s this lighthouse identity, their richly defined values proposition, that separates challenger brands from the incumbents in their field, most of whom are content to refine their dollars-and-cents value proposition. Every time you encounter them, however you encounter them, you understand how they see the world and what they care about, why their point of view matters and how they expect to win, and why what they’re doing and how they’re competing is relevant to you. In short, companies and brands with a lighthouse identity “do not attempt to navigate by the consumer,” Morgan argues. “Instead, they invite the consumer to navigate by them.”8

To be sure, Vernon Hill had access to vast resources that he has used to play for big stakes in and around London, raising huge sums of private capital to establish a one-of-a-kind presence in one of the world’s most vital cities. But you don’t need deep pockets or marketing glitz to develop a richly defined values proposition. Nor, for that matter, must a lighthouse identity be built first and foremost around a focus on customers. Sometimes, maybe most of the time, entrepreneurs and innovators begin by challenging the expectations of their customers and building an organization that can deliver on a new set of expectations. But they can also begin by challenging the expectations of the organization itself and allowing the people in it to fashion compelling alternatives to a dispiriting status quo.


Organizations with a “lighthouse identity” offer “an intense projection of who they are in everything they do.”



Consider the work of a very different European entrepreneur whom I first encountered in the early days of Fast Company, and whose company has spent more than two decades breaking new ground in some of the least attractive, lowest-margin businesses imaginable—and building a high-profile, fast-growing, awardwinning company in the process. Liisa Joronen, based in Helsinki, created her company and made her name in what is literally a dirty business—cleaning offices, hospitals, and apartment buildings, first in her native Finland and now across much of northern Europe (Sweden, Latvia, Estonia) and even Russia. She started SOL cleaning services (the name SOL is meant to invoke the warmth of the sun) in the early 1990s, carving out a small business unit from one of the oldest companies in Finland, a 150-year-old industrial empire owned by her family. Joronen’s father made her CEO of the family business, Lindström, at age thirty-five, but her unorthodox ideas about frontline employees—their capacity to make decisions and govern themselves—clashed with her father’s conventional, top-down approach. Rather than cross swords with her father, she spun off one of the company’s least-attractive operations and put her ideas to work. And almost immediately, she and her colleagues started to clean up.

Joronen’s core insights, which she set out in her doctoral thesis at the University of Helsinki, were as simple as they were profound: Just because a company like SOL was operating in a low-margin, high-turnover, no-glamour field, it did not have to act that way. It could invent a different way to be in the cleaning business, to elevate the status of the company and everyone in it, based on a new kind of values proposition that applied to employees first and customers second. “Our main goal is to change how cleaners work,” she told Fast Company just as the company was hitting its stride. “To let them use their brains as well as their hands.” The ultimate goal, she declared, is to “Kill routine before it kills you.”9

Almost nothing about Joronen’s company is routine. The personality of SOL headquarters, in a renovated film studio in the middle of downtown Helsinki, is young, playful, energetic. The walls of “SOL City” are painted in bright reds, whites, and yellows. Meeting areas and conference rooms are designed as neighborhoods with unique personalities. Every element of both the building and the culture is built around an over-the-top sense of optimism, good cheer, and an upbeat personality. On Thursdays, for example, SOL offers free soup during lunchtime to all employees and to anyone else who cares to drop in, turning the office into a warm-and-fuzzy refuge in the cold Helsinki winter. Online, to explain itself and its culture, SOL offers a collection of funny, uplifting videos under the theme “Sunshine for your day.” (There’s also a video of Joronen, in a yellow chicken suit, laughing with colleagues, but as everyone is speaking Finnish, I’m not sure what’s so funny.)

But the company’s offbeat style isn’t truly what sets it apart among its peers. Joronen and her colleagues have built a fastgrowing organization by rethinking the very nature of work in a field that few people ever dream of being a part of, but which, like any business, can provide all sorts of opportunities for growth, creativity, and expansion if people are given the chance. That meant distributing decision-making power from headquarters to the field, allowing local teams and offices to set their own business targets and figure out how to meet them, even putting frontline personnel in charge of budgeting, hiring, and negotiating with clients. “Life is hard, work is hard,” Joronen told us at Fast Company, “but in a service business, if you’re not happy with yourself, how can you make the customer happy?”

For example, one of the first innovations that SOL embraced was to insist that its cleaners work during the day, when offices, labs, and hospitals are teeming with people, rather than at night, after most everyone had gone home. What’s more, on the job, SOL employees wear bright yellow-and-red jumpsuits, which give them a sense of pride and professionalism and make them impossible for clients to ignore. That in and of itself cuts against the grain of a business where most employees report to client sites after hours, when most everyone has gone home, and conduct themselves as quietly and inconspicuously as possible. But Joronen realized that if her colleagues showed up when their clients were on the job, and conducted themselves in ways that demonstrated their smarts and commitment, clients would ask them to do more. And because local offices and frontline teams were authorized to pitch business and cut deals, cleaners essentially acted as salespeople, not just polishing floors but landing business.

As a result, hospitals that first engaged SOL to clean rooms or change sheets now use its people as nursing assistants, helping patients get to their tests and notifying doctors of emergencies in the rooms. In more and more grocery stores, frontline SOL employees no longer just sweep the floors, they also stock the shelves and update prices. At the Hartwall Arena, home of the Finnish national hockey team, SOL went from cleaning the facility to staffing the information desk to providing security guards to conducting round-the-clock monitoring. In other words, SOL does things that its competitors can’t or won’t do because it has both strategic aspirations and organizational wherewithal that they simply don’t have.

The results speak for themselves. When I first got acquainted with SOL, the company had fewer than 2,000 employees and $35 million in revenue. Two decades later, when I got an update on the business from Liisa Joronen’s son, Juhapekka Joronen, who runs a big chunk of the operation, I couldn’t help but shake my head at its growth and diversification. At the end of 2015, SOL had more than 11,000 employees, 3,500 of them outside Finland, revenues ten times greater than back in the early days, and entirely new lines of business from security services to a temporary-staffing agency. Liisa Joronen, who has retired from her day-to-day responsibilities at the company, is something of a leadership icon in northern Europe, winning awards, attracting attention from businessschool professors, sharing her insights with CEOs from cutting-edge fields eager to learn from SOL’s performance in its unassuming field. “People are ambitious and unrealistic,” she explained back when the company started out. “They set targets for themselves that are higher than what [we] would set for them. And because they set them, they hit them.”

“WE ARE THE ONLY ONES WHO DO WHAT WE DO” —PUZZLES VERSUS MYSTERIES

Over the years, as I’ve exhorted companies and their leaders to embrace a richly defined values proposition rather than a dollarsand-cents value proposition, I’ve heard all kinds of warnings about the downside to thinking bigger and aiming higher. One common worry is the inevitable competitive backlash: If a braver, more clever, more forward-looking company succeeds at doing something new, the reasoning goes, then surely larger, richer, more established companies will decode that success, mimic its logic, and upend the innovator who moved first. What’s the point of launching a whole new way to be in a business if you are inevitably going to be shot down by rivals with all the strategic firepower they need?

Think about Microsoft’s legendary (and lethal) response to Netscape, the Silicon Valley start-up that released the first popularly available Web browser and ushered in the Internet revolution—only to be crushed by a copycat browser from the software giant a few years later. Or how the cable titans co-opted the breakthrough recording-and-playback technology pioneered by TiVo, which forever changed how all of us watch television, even as it left TiVo a pale shadow of its one-time aspirations for glory. In life, Clare Boothe Luce famously quipped, “No good deed goes unpunished.” In competitive strategy, the worry goes, “No good idea goes uncopied.”

Were that the case! In the real world, the struggles of promising game changers such as Netscape and TiVo look more like the exception than the rule, cautionary tales that can inspire far too much caution in a world starved for originality and imagination. Indeed, I’m constantly amazed at how unwilling or unable most big, incumbent, long-established organizations are to learn from (let alone copy) the market makers in their field. Imitation may be the sincerest form of flattery, but it’s among the rarest forms of competitive response. And it’s certainly no excuse for limiting, in advance, the scope ofyour strategic ambitions. What your competitors won’t do, despite how much they know about what you’re doing, may surprise you.

There’s a reason for that. More than a decade ago, a national security expert by the name of Gregory Treverton made an important distinction about gathering intelligence that prompted many U.S. government agencies to rethink how they evaluated rivals and sized up threats. His distinction, it turns out, also explains why the companies we’ve visited are so hard for their rivals to evaluate. During the Cold War, Treverton argues, the questions intelligence agencies faced were puzzles: How many weapons were in the Soviet arsenal? Did China sell missiles to Pakistan? Today, the most important questions are mysteries: Why would Saddam Hussein boast about weapons of mass destruction that he did not possess? Will Iran live up to its nuclear agreements with the West?

What’s the difference between a puzzle and a mystery? Puzzles, Treverton explains, can be solved with better information and sharper calculations. Mysteries, however, can only be framed, not solved. “A mystery is an attempt to define ambiguities,” he writes. “Puzzles may be more satisfying, but the world increasingly offers us mysteries.” And treating mysteries like puzzles, he warns, can be dangerous and delusional-creating a false sense of confidence that crunching more information will clarify situations that can be understood only with more imagination.10

Well, what’s true for intelligence gathering is also true for thinking intelligently about strategy and competition. As puzzles, the companies we’ve met don’t have many missing pieces. There’s nothing about savings accounts or office-park cleaning that can be patented, no “intellectual property” that can be hidden from prying eyes. There’s also nothing very secretive about the processes behind the products. Vernon Hill is happy to share the Metro Bank model with entrepreneurs eager to learn from him, and Liisa Joronen and her colleagues advocate for what they call the SOL Operating System whenever they can. So the reason these companies are so distinctive is not because other companies lack the information to mount a challenge. It’s because they lack the imagination to match and respond to these “lighthouse” competitors, to summon their passion and patience for doing business their way. To their competitors, companies like Metro Bank and SOL remain mysteries—one-of-a-kind organizations built on principles that they simply can’t imagine replicating.


What your competitors won’t do may surprise you. Don’t let worries about imitation limit your enthusiasm for innovation.



The unchallenged rise of Metro Bank in London may be the ultimate case in point. From the moment
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The digital team at Harvard Business Review gave me an outlet to test-drive some of my ideas in the early stages of researching this book, and to take a break with some short-form writing when the chapters began to drag. Thanks to Erica Truxler, Eric Hellweg, and the whole gang at HBR for providing me a platform when I had something to say and for leaving me alone when I went into hiding.

The lonely process of writing a book is just a prelude to the boisterous process of explaining it to a wider audience. For the last five years, the Washington Speakers Bureau has played an essential role in my ability to travel the world, participate in conferences and events, and share my messages with executives, entrepreneurs, community leaders, and so many interested and engaged audiences. I am grateful that the folks at WSB, who work with so many renowned leaders and thinkers, have been willing to represent me so strongly and treat me so well. To Nika Spencer, Kristin Downey, Christine Lancman, Annie Thalman, Sheldon Bream, and, of course, Christine Farrell, Harry Rhoads Jr., and everyone else at WSB—thanks for taking me into the fold and making me feel at home.

It’s impossible to thank by name all the people at all the organizations who shared their experiences with me, provided information to me, and allowed me to visit factories and retail outposts, attend corporate events, even sit in on high-stakes meetings. (I did try to thank as many as I could in the footnotes.) I am always surprised, and eternally grateful, about how open busy and successful people can be with their time and insights. Their generosity throughout the research for this book was extraordinary.

And speaking of extraordinary . . . Chloe, Paige, and Grace continue to be the most supportive and inspiring family I could ask for. As anyone who’s written a book knows all too well, every so often the emotional ups and downs call for a much-needed pat on the back, kick in the butt, or peck on the cheek. No one pats, kicks, and pecks better than you three.
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