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I have to admit, I’m a bit biased when selecting business books to read -  I tend to avoid those that talk about Fortune 500 companies. Not that I am “anti big-business” at all, it is just that I read books to improve my knowledge of small business settings, and discussions about celebrity CEOS and stock splits, just doesn’t usually translate that well to the small business setting.

Perhaps this is why I waited to read, Jim Collin’s book “Good to Great: Why other some make the leap and others do not,” as it studies large corporations. But I just kept hearing about it – so I eventually broke down and had to see for myself. I guess I was a slow adopter on this bandwagon, but after listening to it (I did the CD version, a great approach to turning drive time into an education!), I am solidly on the Good to Great bus! 

The book was based on a specific research project: look at publicly traded companies and identify those who had average to mediocre performance for at least 15 years, but then shifted and significantly outperformed the market (at least 3 times greater) for at least the next 15 years. The goal was to identify what happened inside of those “good” companies that transformed themselves into “great” ones. No question an interesting premise.
Only 11 companies (out of over 1400 studied) actually met the very exacting criteria. Over the course of 5 years, these 11 companies and comparison companies for each within their industries were compared, contrasted, and studied. What were the common success factors of these strong companies?

Their research results surprised them and probably most of the readers of the book. Things normally associated with corporate turnarounds were noticeably missing. The leaders of these companies were more down to earth than the typical “turnaround” CEO. They were long on commitment and determination, but short on bravado, flair, and radical changes in approach. In many instances, the companies did not particularly notice a given strategy that propelled their company forward. The description in the book made you believe their approaches were more “nose to the grindstone” than any thing ultra-fancy.
This intrigued me. It seems some of these same traits and characteristics promote success with small business owners as well. This is why I liked this book so much, as I saw the factors highlighted in these successful, large companies as very attainable strategies that would help a small business person as well. In fact, for me, it sounded like these successful corporations treated their companies more like a small business, than they did a sophisticated approach. They were actually down to earth!
One of the typical approaches was to “get the right people on the bus and into the right seats,” which essentially says the studied companies put a huge emphasis on identifying the right people, even more important than identifying the right things to do. The premise is that you build a company around the right team – that team will assist with determining the appropriate course of action. 

The next observation is called the “hedgehog” concept, which essentially says the successful companies were very focused on doing the things they could be the best at, that directly contributed to the clear economic model of the company, and that they were passionate about. Essentially, these companies knew who they were, and even more importantly who they were not. These companies had a keen sense to not being overly distracted with unrelated things, something the comparison companies (those in their industry, but that were not as successful) regularly pursued.
Many times throughout the book, the author uses the word discipline. It seems the “good to great” companies were significantly more purposeful and steady than their  less successful competitors. One example is what the author calls the “Stockdale paradigm” and essentially states that the company was very realistic about facing up to reality and taking actions based around the cold, hard facts. They read situations unemotionally and made decisions based on the truth.
The book also discusses how the stronger companies used technology and acquisitions differently than their competitors. The comparison companies used technology and acquiring other companies as primary drivers of growth. Their growth was based on these strategies. The stronger companies also used technology and acquisition, but only to support the base growth. The origin of the company’s growth came from within and technology and acquisitions supported this. This is a subtle shift, but an important one!

The book wraps up with a discussion about momentum – they use the terminology of the “fly wheel” effect. Most of the “good to great” companies were laying a foundation  in their 15 years of average or below average performance. The success they achieved in their strongest growth periods were not based on “overnight success” but of reaping the rewards from the hard work done years, or even decades before. The book commonly refers to the “buildup to breakthrough” concept. 

I really liked “Good to Great” and the lessons learned from studying 11 of the most successful and consistent performers in the stock market. I was a bit surprised that much of their success was attributed to a “back to basics” approach that not only would apply to many other large corporations, but also to the average small business person.

Studying how these successful companies moved from “Good to Great” does provide some extremely valuable lessons for helping you move your small business towards greatness. Check this one out!
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