Good to Great Expectations

Jim Collins on getting to the next level 


Collins says a not-to-do list is more important than a to-do list 

For Jim Collins, the Stanford Graduate School of Business lecturer-turned-management thinker, "the workplace" is a pleasant office suite set amid the Rocky Mountains in Boulder, Colo. Managing generational tension amounts to shepherding a team of smart, curious students who help him with the research projects that have led to blockbuster books like Built to Last and Good to Great. And dealing with difficult bosses means stepping outside to do some rock climbing in the mountain air if he gets frustrated with himself. 

But the author of Good to Great, the world's best-selling guide to taking companies to the next level, still has plenty of insights for those of us stuck in gray-walled cubicles where the "scenic view" is often the parking lot of a drab corporate campus. Management Editor Jena McGregor asked Collins to translate some of his popular concepts to today's workplace. Here are edited excerpts of that conversation: 

One of the big concepts in your book is "first who," or that the most important thing is getting the right people "on the bus." But for cubicle dwellers who can't trade in their boss or their co-workers, what should they think about doing?
The idea of a personal board of directors came to me when I was in my 20s. I drew a little conference table on a sheet of paper with seven chairs around it and wrote names on them of people I admired. I pasted it above my computer and would look up and in my mind poll the personal board when I was wrestling with tough questions. If I was really stuck, I might talk to some of them. It's sort of like a group of tribal elders that you create for yourself. 

How many of the leaders running the companies in Good to Great had any kind of work-life balance? Is it possible to run a great company and also have a great life?
The bad news is, about half the CEOs didn't really seem to have a life. They defined a great life as building a great company. A lot of people who do extraordinary things are not balanced. I'm not even convinced that the idea makes sense [since] there's a certain neurotic obsession with doing exceptional things. But here's the good news: It was only about half. So I draw the conclusion that it's a choice. 

But haven't BlackBerrys and globalization made such choices nearly impossible?
The imperative is to manage our time, not our work. This is why the whole question of balance and finishing our work is insane. There are only 24 hours in a day, so what difference does it really make if you work 10 hours or 14, given that there are a thousand potential hours of work? The real question is the incredible rigor of what goes into the hours you allocate. 

As I look at the most effective people we've studied, a "stop-doing" list or not-to-do list is more important than a to-do list, because the to-do list is infinite. For every big, annual priority you put on the to-do list, you need a corresponding item on the stop-doing list. It's like an accounting balance. 

You've got to admit, though, that technology has made it harder today.
I don't think it's obviously harder today at all. Technology helps, not hurts, as long as you have the discipline to turn these things off. You don't report to your BlackBerry. 

What we know about people who are really effective is that they think. The key is to build pockets of quietude into your schedule—times when you have an appointment with yourself and it's protected. I have on my calendar "white space" days. I set them six months in advance, and everyone around me can see them. It's not that I'm not working, but absolutely nothing can be scheduled on a white space day. 

You talk in Good to Great about leaders needing to confront brutal facts. But organizations loaded with bureaucracy are the exact places where truth doesn't rise to the top. What do the best managers do to break down that bureaucracy?
How do you create a climate in which the truth is heard? The first thing is to increase your questions-to-statements ratio. Have someone track it and see if you can double it in the next year. The leaders in our studies asked lots of questions. They were Socratic. By asking questions, they got the brutal facts, as well as lots of insights and ideas. 

What can people who aren't in leadership positions do to better navigate bureaucracies?
I think about how the leaders we studied handled this before they were in charge. If you look at [former Gillette CEO] Colman Mockler or Ken Iverson before he became CEO of Nucor, what did they do? They were focused on what they could control. That is Job One. But they were also really good at figuring out the three to four people in the organization who really mattered and became very good at presenting to them evidence and arguments that were persuasive. 

If you produce exceptional work, your ability for influence is very high. Most people, even in bureaucracies, are hard-working, well-intentioned people trying to do good things. If you ever wake up and say the majority of people here aren't that, then for sure it's time to jump. 

You manage a team of student researchers. Any secrets you've discovered to managing Generation Y?
I don't understand this generational tension thing other than that I think the tension is great. You should find a way to have young people in your face all the time. Wrestle with it. Revel in it. Learn from them. My view is, we ought to get those people into positions of leadership as fast as we can. 

