


Making Solutions the Answer - The McKinsey Quarterly 2001, Number 3
Authored By: Nathaniel Foote, Jay Galbraith, Quentin Hope, and Danny Miller

Summary:

In all sorts of industries, companies that traditionally have made and sold 
stand-alone products are changing their strategies. They are creating 
high-value solutions by integrating products and services – even merging 
the supplier’s and customer’s operations – to solve a complete customer 
problem. Solutions are proving lucrative for many companies, even as 
profitability and growth of their products have come under pressure. In the 
case of IBM, $38 billion of its revenue – 43% of the total- now comes from 
the solutions-related businesses it has developed since the early 1990s. And 
the financial markets have rewarded IBM for its durable shareholder value 
built upon hard-to-copy capabilities, light capital investment, and customi-
zation that resists commoditization. Thus IBM improved its market-to-book 
ratio by 600% between 1990 and 1999.

Why haven’t more companies followed IBM’s migration from a product-
centric organization to a solutions-centric organization? The trouble is that 
the very strengths of a product-focused business can hinder its efforts to 
become a successful solutions provider.

The author has prescribed the following to help companies make the 
transition:
• Build value propositions for customer outcomes. Don’t develop boundaries 
for meeting customer needs based upon what can be embedded into your 
current product offerings. In developing solutions, managers must start 
with a desired outcome for a customer that could encompass a range of 
needs.
• Don’t go it alone - other companies can play a part in solution develop-
ment. Suppliers, distributors, customers and even direct competitors may 
have an important role to play in providing products, services, skills, and 
market knowledge to extend your customer relationships.
• Choose your customer. The best customers for solutions may not be 
existing customers for products; they may be upstart companies looking 
for others to manage non-core pieces of the business, have no established 
loyalties, and are open to productive partnerships.
• Develop a strong center. Additional value will only be realized, though, if 
the solutions provider has a strong center (leadership) that adds two essen-
tials to the mix: forceful direction for solutions and effective links between 
the product-focused back end of the organization and the solution-focused 
front end.

BVC Opinion:   
 
Very well written and very much on target, the article presents some chal-
lenges and some suggestions. At BVC, we have some suggestions too. 

Convincing senior executives to turn away from existing customer relation-
ships is extremely difficult, especially during turbulent economic times. In 
some cases, shedding existing customers may be the right thing to do, but 
you must drive hard analysis to understand how much wealth each customer 
creates for you today, and based upon your company’s value proposition, 
how much wealth they will create for you tomorrow. Existing profitable 
customers should be viewed as a platform to fund your “product to solution” 
migration.  Our opinion is that the “product to solution” migration 
should be more evolutionary than revolutionary. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The author introduces concepts associated with a traditional value creation 
system. He makes an excellent point regarding change management, stat-
ing that a company’s traditional strength may limit their ability to migrate 
past a product-focus. At BVC, we have developed the following value 
continuum to help companies determine exactly where they are along the 
“product to solution” migration, their key source of value creation, and the 
resulting impact on their finances and competitive position.

It is very difficult to define how to create value beyond your product – so 
imagine that your product is the ante to enter the game and your intangible 
assets are the chips to win the game. The game is won by understanding 
your customer’s need (now the deck is in your favor) and making intelligent 
bets (both tangible and intangible) when others (competitors) can’t match 
your moves.

Questions to Put Pieces Together:

• Do you know what your customers are worth today and what they could 
be worth a year from now? How about three years from now? 
• How do you create value for your customers – beyond product features 
and functions? 
• What experience are you creating for your key customers?  What would it 
take for your customers to replace you with another supplier?
• Do you view key processes as strategic assets of the company – designed 
to deliver consistent and repeatable results to your customers?
• Is your account planning process product-focused and transaction based 
or solution-focused and value based?
• Are you delivering a clear and consistent message internally and exter-
nally to establish a meaningful and differentiated market position?
 
And Finally:

We all have customers. Some are external and some are internal.
And we all have suppliers; external and internal.
This thinking applies in all of these circumstances.
 
For more information regarding this topic, please e-mail Rich Steel at 
rsbvc@aol.com or call me at my office on 610-388-3680 or on my cell at 
610-324-8466.

(610) 388-3680 |  rsbvc@aol.com |  www.rsbvc.com |  406 W. Vil lage Lane, Chadds Ford, PA 19317 



The Last Season: Leading with the Heart
Coach K’s Successful Strategies for Basketball, Business and Life
By Mike Krzyewski, Duke University Basketball Coach (Warner Books)

Summary:

Coach K gives lots of real life, entertaining, basketball related examples of 
choosing, building and leading teams. The examples are very translatable to 
business and life. He offers 169 tips, five fundamentals of great teams and 
48 quotes from himself and other successful leaders.

Coach K’s fundamentals of a great team:
1. Communication
2. Trust
3. Collective Responsibility
4. Caring
5. Pride

His best tips on choosing a team:
 
1. Recruit great individuals who are willing to be part of a team and who 
are coachable.
 
2. Believe in a handshake
 
His best tips on building a team:
 
1. Use plural pronouns like “we and “us” right away
 
2. Instill the discipline to tell the truth. It’s a waste of time to deal with 
anything less.
 
3. Great teams embrace responsibility
 
4. Go through an appraisal/reevaluation process every year and rotate some 
responsibilities.
 
His best tips on leading a team:
 
1. Give people the freedom to show the heart they possess
 
2. Leaders should be reliable without being predictable.
 
3. All your assistants should have the vision of being a top leader. 
 
4. That way they will want to learn and grow.
 
5. At the end of every season, thank your team for their effort
 
6. Sometimes, all the good things you do for team members do not make a 
big enough difference. Sometimes people have to move on.
 
The best of the best quotes:
 
1. “Believe that the loose ball you are chasing has your name on it.” -
Coach K
 
2. “Life changes when you least expect it to. The future is uncertain.  So, 
seize this day, seize this moment, and make the most of it.” -
Jim Valvano
 
 
 
 
 
 

BVC Opinions:

Good news: Well-written, easy to read, lots of cool b-ball examples, and 
every chapter has a summary of Coach K’s tips.
Bad news: Too many tips to remember and you have heard most of them 
before.
Other news: Most good ideas bear repeating and the timing needs to be 
right for a tip to be useful. The timing is probably right on some of these 
tips for everyone. Therefore, well worth reading!
 
Applications:
 
• I have been using and telling most of you more than 100 of Coach K’s tips 
and ideas over the last 10 to 20 years
 
• Coach K would agree with me when I remind you that teams are built 
from clarity and trust
 
• Clarity in: vision, mission, s.m.a.r.t. objectives, roles, responsibilities, com-
munication, processes, decision making and leadership
 
• And trust in all the above and each other
 
• Measure your team against these criteria and see where you need to get 
better
 
• Set goals for team improvement and create real action plans to achieve 
them
 
• Coach K would also agree that team building is a never ending process
 
• Keep at it, and get an outside consultant to help!
 
And Finally:

If you want help on anything I have suggested, please e-mail me at rsbvc@
aol.com or call me at my office on 610-388-3680 or on my cell at 610-
324-8466.

(610) 388-3680 |  rsbvc@aol.com |  www.rsbvc.com |  406 W. Vil lage Lane, Chadds Ford, PA 19317 



The Strategy Focused Organization:
How Balanced Scorecard Companies Thrive in the New Business Environment
By Robert S. Kaplan and David P. Norton - Harvard Business School Press

Summary:

Like lots of other books, this one is based on research done on successful 
organizations, where themes leading to success are identified and boiled 
down into a few key principles. The principles are usually so simple, you 
would think that everyone already knew them.

And in this case they are very simple. The authors first assume an organiza-
tion has a strategy with clear goals and a way to achieve them. If you read 
their first book, they also assume the strategy is a “balanced scorecard” 
strategy where all key stakeholders (Exec Team, Biz Units, HR, IT, and 
Finance) have participated in its creation. The follow-on principles are:

	 1. Translate the strategy into operational terms
	 2. Align the organization to the strategy
	 3. Make strategy everyone’s everyday job
	 4. Make strategy a continual process
	 5. Mobilize change through executive leadership
 
Opinion:

If you read Building a Balanced Scorecard by the same authors, this book 
is a nice follow up. If you haven’t read their first book, don’t bother. Just 
read this one or better yet, just read my summary. Their latest book mostly 
retells the first one but does add some pretty interesting real-life stories.

I usually like this kind of book. I like the idea of doing real research, finding 
out where success comes from and demonstrating that in simple terms. So, 
I like the concept here. I also agree with the outcomes-the principles. I just 
found myself falling asleep several times in actually reading the book!

But…good news. I almost finished it. And there are some very do-able ap-
plications, in addition to the notion of getting key stakeholders to partici-
pate in strategy formation. Read on.
 

Applications:
There are plenty! Here are a couple for each principle:

1. Translate the strategy into operational terms
	 • Use your own company’s or department’s terms like MBO’s, KRA’s,  
	 Performance Targets/Goals, etc.
	 • Make the goals S.M.A.R.T.
	 • Remember that you can’t DO a goal. You can only do activities that  
	 help reach the goal.
 
2. Align the organization to the strategy
	 • If the strategy is truly worth accomplishing, then make sure you have  
	 the right people in the right jobs to do the work
	 • If not, organize appropriately
 
3. Make strategy everyone’s everyday job
	 • Make sure you build strategy and goals and activities into your  
	 performance management process
	 • Reward people (and yourself) for accomplishing activities, and  
	 reaching goals that relate to your overall strategy
	 • Hold people (and yourself) accountable if activities aren’t done, goals  
	 are not met, and the strategy doesn’t work
 
 
 
 

4. Make strategy a continual process
	 • Strategies should change as business conditions change, customers’  
	 demands change, competition changes, and when the strategy isn’t  
	 working
	 • Be flexible. A three-year plan or a business strategy is not a once and  
	 done thing
 
5. Mobilize change through executive leadership
	 • Make sure people at the top DWTSTWD (Do what they said they  
	 would do)
	 • Make sure you do too!!
	 • People resist change. Get them involved IN the change early and aim  
	 to OVER-communicate in the face of change
 
For more information regarding this topic, please e-mail Rich Steel at 
rsbvc@aol.com or call me at my office on 610-388-3680 or on my cell at 
610-324-8466.

(610) 388-3680 |  rsbvc@aol.com |  www.rsbvc.com |  406 W. Vil lage Lane, Chadds Ford, PA 19317 



Monday Morning Leadership - 8 Mentoring Sessions You Can’t Afford to Miss 
By David Cottrell, Cornerstone Leadership Institute

Summary:
 
This is the story of a youngish Fortune 500 Company Manager named Jeff 
Walters. Jeff is in a slump. He has work load issues, people issues, hiring 
issues, performance issues, and more.  Playing golf one day, he sees Tony 
Pearce, a semi-retired business leader who now writes books and coaches 
top executives. Jeff  had met Tony years ago through his Dad, and Tony had 
written him a note congratulating him on his graduation from college,  
noting that now the learning would really begin, wishing him success and 
offering to talk to him about personal and business issues. The note also 
said he would be honored to allow Jeff to learn from (Tony’s) experiences. 

Jeff called Tony and was elated that Tony remembered him. He asked Tony 
for help and Tony agreed as long as Jeff agreed to meet on eight  
successive Monday mornings and also as long as Jeff agreed to teach  
others the lessons he learned. They met each Monday for eight weeks and 
as Jeff discussed the problems he was having managing and leading his 
department, Tony offered some relevant lessons.  He set some ground rules 
for the meetings; start and finish on time, tell the truth and try something 
different. He also gave Jeff some homework to do between sessions.  
 
The eight topics Tony covered are listed in bold and his main points are 
captured below:
• Drivers and Passengers (there are both…be a driver) 
• Until you accept total responsibility, no matter what, you will not be able 
to put plans in place to accomplish your goals. 
• Transitioning from manager to leader requires that you make different 
decisions. Leading and managing are different. 
• Keep the Main Thing the Main Thing (stay focused) 
• People have different perceptions of what the main thing is (know your 
mission and make sure others do too). 
• Escape from Management Land 
• Get (and stay) in touch with your people. 
• Your job is not to lower the bottom by adjusting to and accommodating 
the fallen stars.  You should be raising the top by recognizing and rewarding 
superstar behavior. 
• The “Do Right” Rule 
• Develop your action plan before you get into a crisis. Anticipate potential 
problems, act to prevent them, and have contingencies. 
• Guard your integrity like it’s your most precious management possession. 
• Hire Tough 
• The most important asset in your company is having the right people on 
your team. 
• Never lower your standards just to fill a position.  You will pay for it later. 
• Do Less or Work Faster 
• Your time is your responsibility.  Take control of your time so you can take 
control of your life. 
• Look for small increments of time by prioritizing, limiting interruptions, 
and effectively managing meetings. 
• Buckets and Dippers (Don’t be a dipper and take from others) 
• Fill lots of buckets by: 
	 • Knowing the main things
	 • Giving feedback on performance
	 • Providing recognition
	 • Communicating the team score
• The more buckets you fill, the more your bucket is filled. 
• Enter the Learning Zone 
	 - Get out of your comfort zone and live in the learning zone 
• Read one management/leadership book a month (or at least the BVC 
Opinions!) 
• Read at least 10 minutes a day 
• Set goals / Stay positive / Give back 

Opinions:

Good news- The book is well-written and very easy to read.  It only has 
100 pages!  It has lots of relevant examples of what many of us face in 
managing and leading others every day. And it’s one of those books that 
makes you say, “I have seen and heard these simple (but powerful) lessons 
before, but never this clearly,” and makes me say, “Why didn’t I write a 
book like this?”
  
Bad news- Like the recent Oprah Book Club saga, this could be construed 
as a true story, but it is not.  I called the publisher and confirmed my guess 
that it is a compilation of “truish” stories and events that “sort of” occurred 
over the years.  There is no Jeff or Tony, per se, but this does not take away 
from the book or the lessons at all.  It is still really, really good! 

Good news- As usual, I have reviewed the lessons for you and offer some 
meaningful applications.  
 
Applications:

1. One of Tony’s points, Keep the Main Thing the Main Thing, is very 
near and dear to me. The vast majority of the many teams I have helped 
over the years have missed on this one.  Teams go through those Forming, 
Norming, Storming and Performing stages. The Norming stage is where 
a mission should be created, where SMART goals should be set, where 
roles should be defined, etc. Too many times, that stage is short circuited, 
or assumed and the team pays for it later. Take the time to define what the 
main thing is (your purpose, mission and objectives) and test and redefine 
it along the way; especially when you sense confusion, when a new team 
member joins, or when conditions change.  
  
2. Keep Tony’s other tips listed above as a handy reference.   
We have all learned that prioritizing, limiting interruptions and managing 
meetings better will “save” us time, and we know that accepting  
responsibility, listening to our people, planning and taking time to develop 
ourselves are good ideas, but having them as constant reminders hanging on 
our wall, might be an even better idea. 

And Finally:

I work with many clients on Decision Making, Communication, Team 
Building, Conflict, Executive Coaching and Organization Change issues and 
have already put aspects of this book to use with some of them.  I intend to 
continue using what I learn about this topic with more clients in the future.  
If you want more thoughts about this book, or want to add your own, check 
out my blog. You can visit it at http://richsteel.blogspot.com/ This opinion 
and others are posted on my web site: www.rsbvc.com   To talk more about 
this and other topics, e-mail me (Rich Steel) at rsbvc@aol.com or call me 
at my office on 610 388 3680 or on my cell at 610 324 8466.

(610) 388-3680 |  rsbvc@aol.com |  www.rsbvc.com |  406 W. Vil lage Lane, Chadds Ford, PA 19317 



The Age of the Unthinkable: 
Why the New World Disorder Constantly Surprises Us and What We Can Do About It 
By Joshua Cooper Ramo - Little Brown & Co. 2009

Good news- It is a stimulating book that made me more seriously  
contemplate the alarming nature of our rapidly changing and crazy world; 
a world in which uncertainty and indeterminacy are givens, and avalanches, 
negative cascades and tectonic shifts are ever-present dangers.  
  
Bad news- A little “new agey”, political, and sometimes fuzzy. I needed 
a thesaurus to help me several times.  It was also difficult to glean some 
practical applications and tactics. 

Good news- I worked extra hard on this one to find you those applications 
and tactics! Hopefully you can put them to use right away. 
 
Summary:
 
Joshua Cooper Ramo is the managing director of Kissinger Associates; the 
controversial “geostrategic advisory firm” founded by the former secretary 
of state, and was formerly an editor for Time Magazine.  In this provocative 
book, Mr. Ramo argues that today’s complex, interconnected, globalized 
world requires policy makers willing to toss out old assumptions (about cause 
and effect, deterrence and defense, nation states and balances of power) 
and embrace creative new approaches. Today’s world, he suggests, requires 
resilient pragmatists who, like the most talented Silicon Valley venture  
capitalists on the one hand or the survival-minded leadership of Hezbollah on 
the other, possess both an intuitive ability to see problems in a larger context 
and a willingness to realign their organizations continually to grapple with 
ever-shifting challenges and circumstances. He assesses the precarious state 
of today’s post-cold-war world in which nation states face asymmetric threats 
from the likes of terrorists, drug cartels and computer hackers.
 
The central image that the author uses to evoke what he calls this “age 
of surprise” is Per Bak’s sand pile. Danish-American physicist, Per Bak, 
argued two decades ago that if grains of sand were dropped on a pile one 
at a time, the pile, at some point, would enter a critical state in which  
another grain of sand could cause a large avalanche, or nothing at all. It is 
a hypothesis that shows that a small event can have momentous  
consequences and that seemingly stable systems can behave in highly 
unpredictable ways. 
 
It is also a hypothesis that Ramo employs in this book as a metaphor for a 
complex world in which changes in politics, ecosystems or financial markets 
take place not in smooth, linear progressions but as sequences of fast, 
sometimes catastrophic events. Real-life sand-pile avalanches, like the  
collapse of the Soviet Union or the 1929 crash of the stock market, the 
author declares, demand “a complete remapping of the world”.  
Policymakers must dump a lot of their old thinking to cope with this  
unpredictable new order. 
 
As Ramo observes, “Theories that involve only armies and diplomats don’t 
have much use” when “confronted with the peculiar nature of a financially 
interconnected world, where danger, risk and profit are linked in ways that 
can be impossible to spot and manage”…and complex systems “tend to 
become more complex as time goes on” 
 
And the systems never get simpler. “There was no moment at which they 
would evaporate or condense into a single, easy-to-spot target such as the 
U.S.S.R. The 1979 Islamic revolution in Iran, for example, was a single very 
knotty event that, in turn, gave birth to hundreds of jihadist groups, each of 
which developed different methods of terror, particular techniques of attack 
and destruction, which themselves were always changing and evolving.”
 
In this sand-pile world, a small group of terrorists armed with box cutters 
can inflict a terrible blow on a superpower as Al Qaeda did on 9/11/2001, 

just as bands of insurgents in Iraq managed to keep the mighty United 
States military at bay for years. 
Iraq, Ramo notes, is a war that showcased all of America’s most  
“maladaptive” tendencies. It was inaugurated on the premise of flawed 
thinking and planning: that it would have “a clean, fast end” and would lead 
to a democratic regime that would transform the Middle East in a positive 
fashion. And the certainty of administration officials not only led to  
incorrect assumptions (like the bet that “the ‘ecosystem’ of Iraq would 
settle into something stable that could be left to run itself”) but also 
resulted in an ill-planned and rigid occupation that was “incapable of the 
speedy refiguring that life in a war zone” inevitably requires. 
 
As Ramo states, “we live in a revolutionary age,” defined by problems 
whose complexity, unpredictability and interconnectedness increasingly 
defy our efforts at control (consider: terrorism, global warming, pandemics, 
and financial meltdowns). States no longer dominate, “new actors” abound, 
and the day belongs to the fleet and adaptive. These threatening new  
dynamics demand, in Ramo’s view, nothing less than “a complete  
reinvention of our ideas of security,” even the reversal of “a couple of 
millennia of Western intellectual habits.” Outmoded notions like deter-
rence and balance of power must give way to the new “defining concept” of 
“resilience.” We must “innovate” and “keep learning,” as a society and in 
our dealings with the rest of the world. 
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The Age of the Unthinkable: 
Why the New World Disorder Constantly Surprises Us and What We Can Do About It 
By Joshua Cooper Ramo - Little Brown & Co. 2009

Applications:

So how should leaders cope with the sand-pile world? How can they 
learn to “ride the earthquake” and protect their countries from the worst 
fallout of such tremors? Mr. Ramo suggests that they must learn to build 
resilient societies with strong immune systems: instead of undertaking the 
impossible task of trying to prepare for every possible contingency, they 
ought to focus on things like “national health care (oops), construction of a 
better transport infrastructure and investment in education.” 
 
He suggests that leaders should develop ways of looking at problems that 
focus more on context than on reductive answers. And he talks about people 
learning to become gardeners instead of architects, of embracing Eastern 
ideas of indirection instead of Western patterns of confrontation, of seeing 
“threats as systems, and not objects.”  So….. 
 
1. Get smarter and think differently
Really think out of the box in planning, problem solving and more. Your 
competitors are.
Read more about new ways of thinking.  Google interesting and new topics 
highlighted in this BVC Opinion.  
 
2. Change and Lead Change More Quickly Than Ever
The pace will never slow down.  It will only get faster. So understand it, 
benefit from it and help others understand it and benefit from it too.  
 
3. Connect Rather Than Alienating, Isolating or Striking Back
This is a tough one, but as I have taught for years, in the face of conflict we 
all have options and all are appropriate at times.  We can:
    • Avoid 
    • Accommodate 
    • Compete
    • Compromise or
    • Collaborate
 
This author certainly leans toward compromise and collaboration and a bit 
more of that would certainly be helpful in this “unthinkable” new age.  
 
4. Do Unthinkably Decent Things
Use your imagination in the workplace, at home, in other walks of life to 
make a POSITIVE difference.  If not you, who and if not now, when?
 
5. Step Up, Be Bold, Be Courageous 
And answer this question posed by the author: What does this new age 
demand of me? 
 

And Finally:

I work with many clients on Decision Making, Communication, Team 
Building, Conflict, Executive Coaching and Organization Change issues and 
have already put aspects of this book to use with some of them.  I intend to 
continue using what I learn about this topic with more clients in the future.  
If you want more thoughts about this book, or want to add your own, check 
out my blog. You can visit it at http://richsteel.blogspot.com/ This opinion 
and others are posted on my web site: www.rsbvc.com   To talk more about 
this and other topics, e-mail me (Rich Steel) at rsbvc@aol.com or call me 
at my office on 610 388 3680 or on my cell at 610 324 8466.
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How the Mighty Fall: And Why Some Companies Never Give In 
By Jim Collins - Harper Collins 2009

Good news- Written by the same guy who wrote Built to Last and Good to 
Great, this book takes a look at companies that have either not lasted or  
attained greatness, and is written very well. It is loaded with engaging 
stories and solid comparative examples to learn from.  
  
Bad news- A little lighter on the research side than his other two books and 
a bit redundant to them, but not overly redundant, repetitive, or similar.  
Get it!!?? 

Good news- It has some very practical lessons for companies, organizations, 
departments and individuals that I have turned into applications and tactics!  
As usual, I hope you can put them to use right away. 
 
Summary:
 
Jim Collins’research method in his previous books,  
Good to Great and Built to Last, relied on examining “matched pairs” of 
successful and less successful companies. The point was to highlight what 
distinguished the winners from the also-rans. In How the Mighty Fall, he 
revisits the corporate histories compiled for those studies and looks for the 
seeds of destruction in the periods preceding serious performance stumbles, 
in both the exemplars and the comparison companies. 
 
This book addresses two related questions:  
1. Why do good companies fail?  
2. And how does management respond once a company gets into trouble?  
 
Collins introduces a five stage model to answer these questions  
His stages are:
1. Hubris born of success 
2. Undisciplined pursuit of more
3. Denial of risk and peril
4. Grasping for salvation
5. Capitulation to irrelevance or death 
 
Stages one and two address the roots of corporate failure and stages three 
through five address managements’ response.  Collins’ analysis of  
management response to decline (denial of risk, grasping for salvation, 
and capitulation to irrelevance or death) accurately describe how leaders 
respond to deterioration in their business. 
 
In stage four, (grasping for salvation), for example, Collins states that it’s a 
bad idea to “make panicky, desperate moves” or “destroy momentum with 
chronic restructuring,” or “search for a leader-as-savior, with a bias for 
selecting a visionary from the outside who’ll ride in and galvanize the com-
pany”, and I agree! His analysis is solid and he does a particularly good job 
of describing dysfunctional leadership behaviors of companies in decline. 

Collins’ analysis of why companies get into trouble in the first place is less 
intellectually compelling but very intuitive. Companies fail, according to  
Collins, when success breeds managerial hubris (overbearing pride,  
presumption or arrogance) where executives think they know it all which 
leads them to overreach and ultimately fail. 
 
What comes through in this book is honesty. Collins previously chose Fannie 
Mae as a “Good to Great” institution. Recently, they have demonstrated  
anything but greatness in facing economic and marketplace changes. There 
are other companies he chose, like Circuit City, that have gone the same 
path. Collins discusses why these enterprises were chosen in his previous 
book and why they fell on hard times after once being great. Because a great 
company stumbles into mediocrity does not mean the criteria is flawed or the 
framework is wrong. Rather, as the study shows, somewhere along the way 

these companies strayed away from what once made them great. How the 
Mighty Fall uses the same criteria from Good to Great, only in reverse, to 
show how and why these once great enterprises have fallen.  
 
Applications:

So…the obvious applications are to avoid these stages or do the opposite: 

Hubris born of success….Be humble, no one knows it all
 
Undisciplined pursuit of more….Have discipline and a tested process
 
Denial of risk and peril….Do  risk and potential problem analyses
 
Grasping for salvation….Don’t panic and constantly restructure
 
Capitulation to irrelevance or death….Avoid stages 1-4 and  
don’t capitulate!
 
And there were some other lessons: 

1. Capable continual business model innovators like Kroger, Pitney Bowes, 
Wal-Mart, Wells Fargo, Best Buy, IBM, TI, and J & J outperform those who 
mostly try to make old business models more efficient and effective, so be 
innovative! 

2. Companies are more likely to try to do too much and swerve off in weird 
directions because the CEO feels insecure (Addressograph, Ames, Bank of 
America, Merck, Motorola, Scott, and Zenith) compared to a predecessor 
and the predecessor’s track record (or a competitor CEO and that CEO’s 
track record) rather than because of excess pride, so be confident! 

3. Denial of risk and peril arrives long before the company’s performance 
peaks (Addressograph, Ames, Bank of America, Circuit City, Motorola, 
Scott, and Zenith). It just shows up as a problem later after a change in the 
environment causes the company to be exposed to worse results because of 
risk than before, so weigh your risks! 

4. Ignorance about how to do big acquisitions successfully is rampant in 
large organizations (Ames, Hewlett Packard, Merck, and Motorola). If you 
do a difficult large acquisition without understanding how to succeed you 
will probably fall flat on your face. And your stock will fall flatter than a 
pancake, so be smart! 

5. Pursuit of seemingly higher-growth markets is an irresistible lure for the 
portfolio-strategy-focused CEO regardless of the real opportunity (think of 
the AOL-Time Warner merger), so use a rational, objective process in your 
decision making!  

And Finally:

I work with many clients on Decision Making, Communication, Team 
Building, Conflict, Executive Coaching and Organization Change issues and 
have already put aspects of this book to use with some of them.  I intend to 
continue using what I learn about this topic with more clients in the future.  
If you want more thoughts about this book, or want to add your own, check 
out my blog. You can visit it at http://richsteel.blogspot.com/ This opinion 
and others are posted on my web site: www.rsbvc.com   To talk more about 
this and other topics, e-mail me (Rich Steel) at rsbvc@aol.com or call me 
at my office on 610 388 3680 or on my cell at 610 324 8466.
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