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Few books have captured the attention of the business
community in recent years that compare with those written by
Jim Collins. In 1997, he co-authored Built to Last, which
chronicled the reasons why some companies are able to sus-
tain their existence over a long period of time. After the book
was published, Collins was surprised to be challenged by a
colleague who found it to be an interesting book, but not one
that addressed the world in which most companies actually
work since the companies selected for analysis had always
been great (1). Collins realized that a more basic question
remained to be answered, “What was it that helped a compa-
ny move from just being good to becoming great”?

Collins takes up this question in Good to Great. The
methodology his twenty-member research team pursued was
to review the average cumulative stock returns of the compa-
nies appearing on the Fortune 500 in the years 1965 to 1995,
searching for those that were able to outperform substantially
the general market for at least a fifteen-year period of time.
The eleven companies eventually selected were then bench-
marked against comparable competitors who failed to outper-
form the market during a similar period. Through in-depth
financial analysis, extensive interviews and a thorough review
of published materials, several years were spent constructing
an empirical theory from the ground up as to why the eleven
companies chosen had been able to move from being good
to becoming great. The theory consists of six concepts that
are rooted in three fundamental disciplines. The disciplines
include: disciplined people, disciplined thought, and disci-
plined action.

The first concept, which is related to disciplined people,
addresses what Collins calls Level 5 Leadership. He notes that
much of today’s literature about leadership promotes charac-
teristics like vision, charisma and being driven as key elements
for an organization achieving success. Surprisingly, Collins
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discovered a different slant on leadership in those companies
that moved from being good to becoming great, one that con-
sisted of chief executives having a combination of both humil-
ity and will. These persons were usually self-effacing, giving
credit to others when things went well, but accepting person-
al responsibility when things went wrong. At the same time,
they were fearless and willful in doggedly pursuing what they
felt or knew to be right.

The second concept, also related to disciplined people,
relates to the ability of good to great companies to recruit the
right people. The book drives the point home time and again
that good to great companies “first got the right people on the
bus and then figured out where to drive it (41). The contrast
is made between companies with this type of leadership and
those built around a genius who hired a thousand helpers.
While the latter often showed significant periods of growth,
this was not sustained once the genius was gone.
Interestingly, no correlation was found between compensation
strategies used and companies being able to hire and keep the
right people.

The third concept, which is related to disciplined
thought, deals with the ability of good to great companies to
confront the brutal facts. They were able at the highest levels
of management to clear away the biases of experience and
vested interest and to reflect critically on the reality that con-
fronted them. While necessary decisions were often quite
painful, these companies were brutal in pursuing a direction
that helped their business thrive, rather than just be success-
ful. In seeking to become great, it is essential to develop a
culture that allows for open dialogue and debate, without cre-
ating winners and losers.

The fourth concept, also related to disciplined thought,
is built around the hedgehog concept. The contrast is made
between the fox with its endless strategies for evasion and
attack, and the hedgehog who does one thing well, to curl up
in a ball and lie still. Good to great companies find the one
thing they do well and maximize this. Finding this one thing
involves three interwoven circles that relate the following
questions: What can you be best at?, What are you deeply pas-
sionate about?, and What drives your economic engine? (96).
The critical point is not to have a goal to be best, but rather to
discover what it is that you can be best at.



J

JOURNAL OF RELIGIOUS LEADERSHIP 12

The fifth concept, which is related to disciplined action,
concerns the development of a culture of discipline. This
requires the ability to allow for freedom within a framework
of shared responsibility. Having the right people in place
insures that they are already motivated, so rules, regulations
and close supervision become unnecessary. Energy is focused
instead on allowing for creativity and innovation to improve
results. Critical for this to work is being able to stop doing that
which is not contributing to the main thing, something few
organizations master.

The sixth concept, also related to disciplined action,
addresses technology accelerators. While many today would
place technological changes high on the list of variables that
affect the ability of a company to be great, Collins found this
to be a dependent rather than independent variable. Having
the right technology can accelerate capacity for moving from
good to great, but it does not create or guaranty it.

When all are in place, these six concepts rooted in the
three disciplines represent for Collins a flywheel that can cre-
ate and sustain momentum for a company to move from being
just good, to becoming great. Collins book is compelling. It
reads well, is full of vivid examples and sustains an argument
grounded in disciplined research. Its strength lies in the sim-
plicity with which it makes sense of the complex reality of
organizational life within contemporary corporations. Its pri-
mary contribution lies in the development of a theory that can
be tested within the day-to-day life of companies.

There are a few questions, however, that one might ask
about this book and its provocative theory. First, is the bench-
mark of average cumulative stock returns above market aver-
age sustained over a 15 year period a sufficient indicator for
building such a global theory regarding organizational great-
ness? While it allows for comparison, perhaps other indicators
might be used to enrich the analysis, especially if they were
found to correlate positively with the findings presented.
Second, how well do these findings from business corpora-
tions correlate with other types of organizations such as non-
profit and quasi-public ones? It was not Collins purpose to
address this, but his conclusions do invite some application of
his research methodology to other organizational sectors,
although different benchmarks for defining greatness would
need to be used.
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Collins book stands as a unique contribution within the fields
of leadership and organizational development. Any person
interested in thinking more clearly about how to help an
organization become great would be served by reading this
volume. While the theory and insights may not be directly
applicable to every type of organization, they do offer helpful
perspective on understanding the dynamics of how at least
some companies moved from just being good to becoming
great.

Craig Van Gelder
Professor of Congregational Mission
Luther Seminary, Saint Paul, MN
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Ronald Heifetz, long a leader in professional education,
has identified two specific kinds of challenges that adults face:
technical challenges, and adaptive challenges. The first
requires specific concrete skills to meet, often of a technical
nature. The second is the kind of challenge that admits of no
simplistic or mechanized solutions. A classic example of the
difference would be between healing a broken arm and heal-
ing heart disease. In the first, a technical challenge exists —
how to adequately re-align the broken bone and keep it sta-
ble while healing occurs. In the second, a complex set of fac-
tors is at work. While a doctor may be able to prescribe cer-
tain kinds of medication, or perform various surgical proce-
dures, in the long run healing is a complex process of reshap-
ing daily practices of diet and exercise, as well as reactions to
stress and anxiety.

For many years now, churches and other religious organ-
izations facing difficult challenges have been offered a surfeit
of technical fixes. There are recipes for engaging conflict, lists
for reshaping organizational charts, personality inventories for
managing parish councils, and new technologies for shaping
worship. Yet few books, if any, engage the underlying - and
thus more difficult to name and address - adaptive challenges
that individuals and organizations face. One of the most
important books of adult learning theory published in the last
two decades did just that, Robert Kegan's In Over Our Heads:
the Mental Demands of Modern Life. But Kegan’s book is com-
plex, and embedded in a set of literatures that many pastors
and other religious leaders find hard to penetrate. Many of my
own students read the book only because it is required of
them, and then only grudgingly.

Finally that obstacle has been lifted, at least in part, by
the appearance of this book, which is a collaboration between
Robert Kegan and Lisa Laskow Lahey. She is one of his col-
leagues in the Change Leadership Project at the Harvard
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University Graduate School of Education. How the Way We
Talk Can Change the Way We Work is an engaging, and most
of all, accessible book. Resting firmly on the substantial schol-
arship and deep insight of Kegan’s earlier research, it refuses
to succumb to simplistic, technical answers to what are deeply
rooted, adaptive challenges. Yet it is also a profoundly friend-
ly book. Most of us are familiar with the genre of the self-help
book, and many of us — if we’re honest — long for that kind of
technical fix even though we know it is not feasible. Kegan
and Lahey invite people into that space, recognizing our needs
for both reassurance and hope, and then proceed to challenge
us beyond it.

The authors argue that real change requires a transfor-
mation in the way we understand and engage our own inter-
nal assumptions. This necessitates a shift in our patterns of
practice with others. They outline a deceptively simple
method for naming one’s competing commitments, identifying
the underlying assumptions that feed these commitments, and
discovering viable alternatives. Understanding the myriad
ways in which language shapes knowing, and thus to a large
degree reality, they invite readers into a new set of languages
that posit very real alternatives.

Most organizations, for example, live with a constant
level of individual complaint, voiced just out of earshot and
frequently contributing to low organizational morale — some-
thing K&L identify as “BMW, or bitching, moaning and whin-
ing.” Yet complaint arises in large measure from a commitment
to something else. As the authors write, “we would not com-
plain about anything if we did not care about something.
Beneath the surface torrent of our complaining lies a hidden
river of our caring, that which we most prize or to which we
are most committed” (20). This is their first language shift:
from one of complaint to one of commitment.

They commend seven such shifts, four of which are
internal or personal languages, and three of which involve
social mechanisms. Some of these shifts will most likely be
familiar to readers, such as moving from a “language of blame”
to a “language of personal responsibility.” But several are in
some ways counter intuitive. We have all learned well how to
practice “constructive criticism,” but Kegan and Lahey make a
compelling case for something they term “deconstructive crit-
icism.” This criticism creates a space in which people within



