
GREAT BY CHOICE



BIG QUESTION

Why do some companies thrive in 
uncertainty, even chaos, and other do 
not?



BIG THEME

Collins enumerates the principles for 
building a truly great enterprise in 
unpredictable, tumultuous, and fast-
moving times.



BIG FINDINGS

1. The best leaders were not more risk taking, more 
visionary, and more creative than the comparisons; 
they were more disciplined, more empirical, and more 
paranoid.

2. Innovation by itself turns out not to be the trump card 
in a chaotic and uncertain world; more important is the 
ability to scale innovation, to blend creativity with 
discipline.

3. Following the belief that leading in a “fast world” 
always requires “fast decisions” and “fast action” is a 
good way to get killed.

4. The great companies changed less in reaction to a 
radically changing world than the comparison 
companies.



BIG IDEAS

1. 10XERS

2. 20 Mile March

3. Fire Bullets, Then Cannonballs

4. Leading above the Death Line

5. Zoom Out, then Zoom In

6. SMaC Recipe



#1:  THRIVING IN UNCERTAINTY

“We simply do not know 

what the future holds.”

--Peter L. Bernstein



#1:  THRIVING IN UNCERTAINTY

Key points:

1. We cannot predict the future, but we can create it.

2. When buffeted by tumultuous events, when hit by 
big, fast-moving forces that we can neither predict 
nor control, what distinguishes those who perform 
exceptionally well from those who underperform 
or worse?

3. We do not believe that chaos, uncertainty, and 
instability are good; companies, leaders, 
organizations, and societies do not thrive on
chaos.  But they can thrive in chaos.



10X

1. These are the high performing study cases 
that didn’t merely get by or just become 
successful, but thrived.

2. Every 10X case beat its industry case by at 
least 10 times.

3. What’s different in these case studies from 
Good to Great case studies is the extremity 
of the environment.



10X

We selected performance plus environment for two 
reasons:

 First, we believe the future will remain unpredictable 
and the world unstable for the rest of our lives.  We 
wanted to understand the factors that distinguish great 
organizations, those that prevail against extreme odds 
in such environments.

 Second, by looking at the best companies and their 
leaders in extreme environments, we gain insights that 
might otherwise remain hidden when studying leaders 
in more tranquil settings.



10X

Studying leaders in an extreme environment 
is like conducting a behavioral-science 
experiment or using a laboratory centrifuge:  
throw leaders into an extreme environment, 
and it will separate the stark differences 
between greatness and mediocrity.  Our 
study looks at how the truly great differed 
from the merely good in environments that 
exposed and amplified those differences.



FINDING THE 10XERS

THREE BASIC TESTS

1. The enterprise sustained truly spectacular 
results for an era of 15+ years relative to the 
general stock market and relative to its 
industry.

2. The enterprise achieved these results in a 
particularly turbulent environment, full of 
events that were uncontrollable, fast moving, 
uncertain, and potentially harmful.

3. The enterprise began its rise to greatness from 
a position of vulnerability, being young and/or 
small at the start of its 10X journey.



THE TRUE 10XERS

Research began with 20,400 companies and ended up 
with 7:

1.  Amgen (vs. Genetech)

2.  Biomet (vs. Kirschner)

3.  Intel (vs. AMD)

4.  Microsoft (vs. Apple)

5.  Progressive Insurance (vs. Safeco)

6.  Southwest Airlines (vs. PSA)

7.  Stryker (vs. USSC)



THE TRUE 10XERS

Even though some of these are not 10Xers 
today does not mean we can’t learn from 
them during their heyday.  Just like we can 
learn from John Wooden and his championship 
run even though UCLA is not at that level 
today.  Furthermore, it is true that great 
companies can cease to be great (as pointed 
out in How the Mighty Fall by Collins).



THE POWER OF CONTRAST

The key question studied here is:

What did the great companies share in 
common that distinguished them from their 
direct comparisons (those in the same era with 
similar environments but did not have similar 
results)?

Note:  As a group, the 10X companies outperformed the 
comparison companies by more than 30 to 1.



5 MYTHS vs. 5 FINDINGS

#1 Entrenched Myth:  Successful leaders in a 
turbulent world are bold, risk-seeking visionaries.

Contrary Finding:  The best leaders we studied did 
not have a visionary ability to predict the future.  
They observed what worked, figured out why it 
worked, and built upon proven foundations.  They 
were not more risk taking, more bold, more 
visionary, and more creative than the comparison.  
They were more disciplined, more empirical, and 
more paranoid.



5 MYTHS vs. 5 FINDINGS

#2 Entrenched Myth:  Innovation distinguishes 
10X companies in a fast moving, uncertain, and 
chaotic world.

Contrary Finding:  To our surprise, no.  Yes, the 
10X cases innovated, a lot.  But the evidence does 
not support the premise that 10X companies will 
necessarily be more innovative than their less 
successful comparisons; and in some surprise cases, 
the 10X cases were less innovative.  Innovation by 
itself turns out not to be the trump card we 
expected; more important is the ability to scale 
innovation, to blend creativity with discipline.



5 MYTHS vs. 5 FINDINGS

#3 Entrenched Myth:  A threat-filled world 
favors the speedy; you’re either the quick or the 
dead.

Contrary Finding:  The idea that leading in a 
“fast world” always requires “fast decision” and 
“fast action”—and that we should embrace an 
overall ethos of “Fast! Fast! Fast!”—is a good 
way to get killed.  10X leaders figure out when 
to go fast, and when not to.



5 MYTHS vs. 5 FINDINGS

#4 Entrenched Myth:  Radical change on the 
outside requires radical change on the inside.

Contrary Finding:  The 10X cases changed less 
in reaction to their changing world than the 
comparison cases.  Just because your 
environment is rocked by dramatic change does 
not mean that you should inflict radical change 
upon yourself.



5 MYTHS vs. 5 FINDINGS

#5 Entrenched Myth:  Great enterprises with 
10X success have a lot more good luck.

Contrary Finding:  The 10X companies did not 
generally have more luck than the comparisons. 
Both sets had luck—lots of luck, both good and 
bad—in comparable amounts.  The critical 
question is not whether you’ll have luck, but 
what you do with the luck that you get.



6,000YEARS

Built to Last, Good to Great, Why the Mighty 
Fall, Great by Choice—

Research covering the evolution of 75 
corporations and more than 6,000 years of 
combined corporate history.

Thriving in a chaotic world is not just a business 
challenge. These principles speak to what 
distinguishes great organizations from good ones.



GREATNESS

Greatness is not just a business 
quest, it is a human quest.

Peter Drucker taught:  The best—
perhaps even the only—way to 
predict the future is to create it.



#2—10Xers

Victory awaits him who has everything 
in order—luck people call it.  Defeat is 
certain for him who has neglected to 
take the necessary precautions in time; 
this is called back luck.

Roald Amundsen, The South Pole



The Race to the South Pole

Roald Amundson vs. Robert Falcon Scott

Relatively same age with comparable 
experience.

One succeeded, one did not.

One leader led his team to victory and safety, 
the other to defeat and death.

Amundson won.  Scott did not.



Amundsen’s Philosophy

You don’t wait until you’re in an unexpected storm to 
discover that you need more strength and endurance.  
You don’t wait until you’re shipwrecked to determine if 
you can eat raw dolphin.  You don’t wait until you’re on 
the Antarctic journey to become a superb skier and dog 
handler.  You prepare with intensity, all the time, so 
that when conditions turn against you, you can draw 
from a deep reservoir of strength.  And equally, you 
prepare so that when conditions turn in your favor, you 
can strike hard.



Are You An Amundsen or a Scott?

 While in his late 20’s, Amundsen travel from Norway to Spain 
for a two-month sialing trip to earn a master’s certificate—
2,000 miles on a bike.

 He experimented eating raw dolphin to determine if it was 
useful as an energy supply (just in case you ever get 
shipwrecked).

 He trained his body, learned everything he could from 
practical experience, built a foundation for his quest.

 He apprenticed with the Eskimos.



LESSONS FROM ESKIMOS

 How to handle polar conditions from the experts in ice, snow, 
wind.

 He learned how Eskimos used dogs to pull sleds.

 He learned how they never hurried, moving slowly and 
steadily, avoiding excessive sweat that could turn to ice in 
sub-zero temperatures.

 He adopted Eskimo clothing, loose fitting (to help sweat 
evaporate) and protective.

 He systematically practiced Eskimo methods and trained 
himself for every conceivable situation he might encounter 
en route to the Pole.



Scott In Contrast to Amundsen

 He did not train like a maniac on cross country skis or 2,000 
miles bike rides.

 He did not go live and learn with the Eskimos.

 He chose ponies over dogs—ponies unlike dogs sweat on 
their hides becoming encased with ice sheets, and struggle in 
snow.

 Scott bet on motor sledges that hadn’t been fully tested in 
these conditions.  They cracked within the first few days.

 Scott’s team had to man-haul, harnessing themselves to the 
sleds.



10 Xers Understand

They accept without complaint that 
they face forces beyond their control, 
that they cannot accurately predict 
events, and that nothing is certain; yet 
they utterly reject the idea that luck, 
chaos, or any other external factor will 
determine whether they succeed or 
fail.



10 Xers ARE NOT

More creative

More heroic

More visionary

More ambitious

More risk seeking

More charismatic

More blessed by 
luck

More prone to 
making big bold 
moves.



10 Xers –Triad of Core Behaviors

1. Fanatic Disciple

2. Empirical Creativity

3. Productive Paranoia



FANATIC DISCIPLINE

10Xers display extreme consistency of 
action—consistency with values, goals, 
performance standards, and methods.  
They are utterly relentless, 
monomaniacal, unbending in their focus 
on their quests.



EMPIRICAL CREATIVITY

When faced with uncertainty, 10Xers do not 
look primarily to other people, conventional 
wisdom, authority figures, or peers for 
direction; they look primarily to empirical 
evidence.  They rely upon direct observation, 
practical experimentation, and direct 
engagement with tangible evidence.  They 
make their bold, creative moves from a 
sound empirical base.



PRODUCTIVE PARANOIA

10Xers maintaining hypervigilance, staying 
highly attuned to threats and changes in 
their environment, even when—especially 
when—all’s going well.  They assume 
conditions will turn against them, at perhaps 
the worst possible moment.  They channel 
their fear and worry into action, preparing, 
developing contingency plans, building 
buffers, and maintaining large margins of 
safety.



LEVEL 5 AMBITION

Why do people follow these 10Xers?  

Because of a deeply attractive form of ambition:  
10Xers channel their ego and intensity into 
something larger and more enduring then 
themselves. They’re ambitious, to be sure, but for 
a purpose beyond themselves, be it building a 
great company, changing the world, or achieving 
some great object that’s ultimately not about 
them.





#3—20 MILE MARCH

Fanatic Discipline:

The 10xers exemplified what we came to 
call the 20 Mile March concept, hitting 
stepwise performance markers with great 
consistency over a long period of time, 
and the comparison cases did not.

Freely chosen, discipline is absolute freedom.  Ron Serino



20 Mile March

The 20 Mile March is more than a philosophy.  It’s 
about having concrete, clear, intelligent, and 
rigorously pursued performance mechanisms that 
keep you on track.  The 20 Mile March creates two 
types of self-imposed discomfort: 1)The 
discomfort of unwavering commitment to high 
performance in difficult conditions, and 2)The 
discomfort of holding back in good conditions.



Elements of  a Good 20 Mile March

#1:

A good 20 Mile March uses performance markers 
that delineate a lower bound of acceptable 
achievement.  These create productive 
discomfort, much like hard physical training or 
rigorous mental development, and must be 
challenging (but not impossible) to achieve in 
difficult times.



Elements of  a Good 20 Mile March

#2:

A good 20 Mile March has self-imposed 
constraints. This creates an upper bound for how 
far you’ll march when facing robust opportunity 
and exceptionally good conditions.  These 
constraints should also produce discomfort in the 
face of pressures and fears that you should be 
going faster and doing more.



Elements of  a Good 20 Mile March

#3:

A good 20 Mile March is tailored to the enterprise
and its environment.  There’s no all-purpose 20 
Mile March for all enterprises.  Southwest’s march 
wouldn’t apply to Intel.  A sports team march 
wouldn’t apply to an Army platoon leader.  An 
Army platoon leader’s march wouldn’t apply to a 
school.



Elements of  a Good 20 Mile March

#4:

A good 20 Mile March lies largely within your 
control to achieve. You shouldn’t need luck to 
achieve your march.



Elements of  a Good 20 Mile March

#5:

A good 20 Mile March has a Goldilocks time frame, 
not too short and not too long but just right.  Make 
the timeline of the march too short, and you’ll be 
more exposed to uncontrollable variability; make 
the timeline too-long, and it loses power.



Elements of  a Good 20 Mile March

#6:

A good 20 Mile March is designed and self-
imposed by the enterprise, not imposed form the 
outside or blindly copied from others.  For 
instance, to simply accept “earnings per share” as 
the focus of a march because Wall Street looks at 
earnings per share would lack rigor, reflecting no 
clarity about the underlying performance drivers 
in a specific enterprise.



Elements of  a Good 20 Mile March

#7:

A good 20 Mile March must be achieved with great 
consistency. Good intentions do not count.



Elements of  a Good 20 Mile March

#1:  Performance marker

#2:  Self-imposed constraint

#3:  Appropriate to the enterprise

#4:  Largely within its own control

#5:  Goldilocks time frame

#6:  Designed and self-imposed by the enterprise

#7:  Achieved with high consistency



20 Mile MarchFanatic Discipline

The 20 Mile March imposes order amidst disorder, 
consistency amidst swirling inconsistency.  But it 
works only if you actually achieve your march year 
after year.  If you set a 20 Mile March and then fail 
to achieve it—or worse, abandon fanatic discipline 
altogether—you may get crushed by events.



Why 20 Mile Marchers Win

20 Mile Marching helps turn the odds in your favor 
for three reasons:

1. It builds confidence in your ability to perform 
well in adverse circumstances.

2. It reduces the likelihood of catastrophe when 
you’re hit by turbulent disruptions.

3. It helps you exert self-contr0l in an out-of-
control environment.



Why 20 Mile March?

When you 20 Mile March, you have a tangible 
point of focus that keeps you and your team 
moving forward, despite confusion, uncertainty, 
and even chaos.

Note:  The pursuit of the next big thing can be 
quite dangerous if it becomes an excuse for failing 
to 20 Mile March.  If you always search for the next 
big thing, that’s largely what you’ll be doing—
always searching for the next big thing.



#4—FIRE BULLETS, THEN 
CANNONBALLS

Empirical Creativity

When we began this research effort, we 
anticipated that innovation might be a primary 
distinguishing factor for 10X success in unstable 
environments characterized by rapid change.  

Not so much.

You may not find what you were looking for, but you find 



Empirical Creativity

The evidence from our research does not support 
the premise that 10x companies will necessarily be 
more innovative than their less successful 
comparisons.  And in some surprise cases the 10Xers 
were less innovative than the comparisons.

The great task, rarely achieved, is to blend creative 
intensity with relentless discipline so as to amplify 
the creativity rather than destroy it.  When you 
marry operating excellence with innovation, you 
multiply the value of your creativity.  And that’s 
what 10Xers do.



Empirical Creativity

Our data shows that focus on innovation by itself 
does not make for great success and might even 
lead to demise; bet big on the wrong innovations or 
fail to execute on the right innovations, and you 
leave yourself exposed.  

On the other hand, if you just sit still and never do 
anything bold or new, the world will pass you by, 
and you’ll die from that instead.  The solution to this 
dilemma lies in replacing the simplistic mantra 
“innovate or die” with a much more useful idea:  fire 
bullets, then fire cannonballs.



WHAT MAKES A BULLET?

A bullet is an empirical test aimed at learning what works and 
that meets three criteria:

1. A bullet is low cost.  The size of the bullet grows as the 
enterprise grows.

2. A bullet is low risk.  Low risk doesn’t mean high probability 
of success; low risk means that there are minimal 
consequences if the bullet goes awry or hits nothing.

3. A bullet is low distraction.  This means low distraction for 
the overall enterprise; it might be very high distraction for 
one or a few individuals.



Fire Bullets, Then Cannonballs—Principles

1. Fire bullets.

2. Assess:  Did your bullets hit anything?

3. Consider:  Do any of your successful bullets merit conversion 
to a big cannonball?

4. Convert:  Concentrate resources and fire a cannonball once 
calibrated.

5. Don’t fire uncalibrated cannonballs.

6. Terminate bullets that show no evidence of eventual 
success.



2 Types of Cannonballs

Calibrated and Uncalibrated

A calibrated cannonball has confirmation 
based on actual experience—empirical 
validation—that a big bet will likely prove 
successful.  Launching an uncalibrated
cannonball means placing a big bet without 
empirical validation.



10Xers Learn 

Even 10Xers make mistakes even sometimes the 
big mistake of firing an uncalibrated cannonball.  
But they view mistakes as expensive tuition:  
better get something out of it, learn everything 
you can, apply the learning, and don’t repeat.  
Whereas comparison cases often try to recover 
from the calamity of firing an uncalibrated
cannonball by firing yet another uncalibrated
cannonball.  10Xers recover by returning to the 
discipline of firing cannonballs only when they 
have empirical validation.



10Xers Ask 

1. How can we bullet our way to understanding?

2. How can we fire a bullet on this?

3. What bullets have others fired?

4. What does this bullet teach us?

5. Do we need to fire another bullet?

6. Do we have enough empirical validations to 
fire a cannonball?



Bullets, Cannonballs, and 
Disciplined Creativity

#1--Bullet

#2--Calibrate

#3--Bullet

#4--Recalibrate

#5--Cannonball



#5—LEADING ABOVE THE DEATH LINE

PRODUCTIVE PARANOIA

1996 Mt Everest IMAX climb with David Breashears team.

 The “what ifs” caused him to delay his final assent and shoot.

 Guides Rob Hall and Scott Fischer pressed by…to their death.

 Greatest disaster in Everest history with 8 dead in 24 hours.

 Jon Krahauer’s book Into Thin Air and David Breashear’s High 
Exposure.

As soon as there is life there is danger.  Ralph Waldo Emerson



3 DIMENSIONS OF 
PRODUCTIVE PARANOIA

1. Build cash reserves and buffers—oxygen 
canisters—to prepare for unexpected events 
and bad luck before they happen.

2. Bound risk—Death line risk, asymmetric risk, 
and uncontrollable risk—and manage time-
based risk.

3. Zoom out, then zoom in remaining 
hypervigilant to sense changing conditions and 
respond effectively.



PRODUCTIVE PARANOIA

10Xers understand that they cannot reliably 
and consistently predict future events, so 
they prepare obsessively—ahead of time, all 
the time—for what they cannot possibly 
predict.  They assume that a series of bad 
events can wallop them in quick succession, 
unexpectedly and at any time.



PRODUCTIVE PARANOIA

It’s what you do before the storm hits—the 
decisions and disciplines and buffers and 
shock absorbers already in place—that 
matters most in determining whether your 
enterprise pulls ahead, falls behind or dies 
when the storm hits.



PRODUCTIVE PARANOIA

10Xers build buffers and shock absorbers far 
beyond the norm of what others do.  The 
10X companies we studied carried 3 to 10 
times the ratio of cash to assets relative to 
the median of what most companies carry 
and maintained more conservative balance 
sheets than the comparison companies 
throughout their histories, even when they 
were small enterprises.



SMaC Recipe

Specific

Methodical

and

Consistent


