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jim collins great by choice represents a profound exploration into what distinguishes truly exceptional
companies, especially when faced with extreme uncertainty and volatility. Jim Collins, renowned for his
research-backed business insights, delves into the characteristics that enable certain organizations to not just
survive but thrive in turbulent environments, often referred to as "vortexes." This article will unpack the
core tenets of his "Great by Choice" framework, examining the empirical evidence and the practical
applications for leaders aiming to achieve enduring success. We will explore the concept of the "10X
company," the role of disciplined thought and action, and the critical leadership attributes that foster
resilience and innovation. Understanding these principles is paramount for any business leader seeking to
navigate the complexities of modern markets and build organizations that stand the test of time.
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Unpacking the "Great by Choice" Framework

The "Great by Choice" framework, as meticulously detailed by Jim Collins and his research team, moves
beyond traditional notions of success metrics to focus on companies that have achieved a performance level
at least ten times greater than their industry peers over extended periods, particularly during tumultuous
economic landscapes. This research wasn't based on a single successful business model but rather a rigorous
comparative analysis of companies that excelled during periods of significant disruption, contrasting them
with those that faltered. The core hypothesis is that greatness, in this context, is not a matter of luck or



external factors alone, but a result of deliberate choices and consistent application of specific principles.

Unlike previous works that focused on finding universally "good" companies, "Great by Choice" hones in on
the specific challenge of thriving amidst unprecedented uncertainty. Collins and his team define this
uncertainty as a "vortex," characterized by rapid technological change, geopolitical instability, and
unpredictable market shifts. The research sought to answer a fundamental question: what distinguishes the
companies that not only survive these vortexes but emerge significantly stronger than their competitors?

The 10X Company: Defining Exceptional Performance

At the heart of the "Great by Choice" research is the concept of the "10X company." This isn't merely about
being better than average; it's about achieving performance levels that are an order of magnitude superior
to comparable companies within the same industry. Collins and his team identified a cohort of companies
that delivered returns at least ten times greater than the general market for a sustained period of at least
twenty years. This performance benchmark is crucial because it separates true outliers from companies that
are simply good or experiencing temporary booms.

The selection criteria for the 10X companies were stringent, focusing on quantifiable metrics like
shareholder returns and revenue growth relative to industry benchmarks. This quantitative approach
provides a solid foundation for understanding the underlying drivers of their extraordinary success. The
research then shifts to qualitative analysis, seeking to uncover the consistent patterns of behavior,
leadership, and strategy that enabled these companies to achieve such remarkable and sustained
outperformance, especially when navigating periods of extreme uncertainty.

The Power of Disciplined Thought and Action

A recurring theme in "Great by Choice" is the critical role of disciplined thought coupled with disciplined
action. The 10X companies demonstrated an uncanny ability to maintain a clear-eyed view of reality, even
in the face of dire circumstances, while simultaneously exhibiting the fortitude to take bold, decisive actions
aligned with their core mission. This duality is essential: acknowledging difficult truths without
succumbing to pessimism, and acting with conviction without becoming reckless.

This discipline manifests in several key areas. Firstly, it involves a commitment to confronting the brutal
facts of their operating environment. They don't shy away from bad news but rather use it as a catalyst for
informed decision-making. Secondly, it's about having a clear and unwavering strategic focus. While
adaptable, they don't chase every shiny new opportunity; instead, they stick to what they know they can
do exceptionally well. Thirdly, it's about relentless execution, ensuring that plans are not only formulated
but also implemented with precision and persistence.



The Luck Element and How Companies Respond

While luck is an undeniable factor in any business's trajectory, "Great by Choice" emphasizes how
exceptional companies manage the element of luck. The research found that 10X companies were not
necessarily luckier than their less successful counterparts. Instead, they had a superior ability to prepare for,
recognize, and capitalize on good fortune, while also effectively mitigating the impact of bad luck. This
suggests that the perception of luck is often a byproduct of preparedness and strategic foresight.

The 10X companies exhibit a distinct approach to events beyond their control. When faced with
unexpected windfalls, they tend to be more thoughtful and disciplined in their response, ensuring that
these opportunities align with their long-term strategy. Conversely, when struck by misfortune, they
exhibit resilience and an ability to learn from setbacks, using them to strengthen their foundations rather
than collapse under pressure. This proactive and reactive mastery of circumstance is a hallmark of their
enduring success.

Building a Culture of Extreme Accountability

Central to the "Great by Choice" model is the establishment of a culture that fosters extreme accountability.
This means creating an environment where individuals and teams consistently meet, and often exceed,
their performance commitments. It's not about blame, but about a shared understanding of responsibility
and a relentless pursuit of delivering on promises. This accountability extends from the top leadership
down to every individual contributor.

The 10X companies cultivate this culture through clear expectations, rigorous performance management,
and a commitment to promoting from within based on proven ability and a dedication to the company's
values. They are adept at identifying and retaining individuals who demonstrate both high capability and a
strong sense of responsibility. Furthermore, they are willing to make tough decisions regarding
underperformance, ensuring that the overall standard of accountability remains exceptionally high. This
creates a virtuous cycle where high performance becomes the norm.

The Role of Productive Paranoia

Another critical element identified in "Great by Choice" is what Collins terms "productive paranoia." This is
not about being fearful or anxious, but rather about maintaining a constant state of vigilance and
preparedness for potential threats and challenges. It's a healthy skepticism that encourages proactive risk
management and contingency planning, ensuring that the organization is never caught completely off
guard by adversity.



Productive paranoia involves a disciplined approach to risk. It means anticipating potential problems,
developing mitigation strategies, and building buffers into operations and finances. It also entails continuous
learning and adaptation, staying abreast of industry changes and competitive threats. The 10X companies
don't assume that success will continue indefinitely; instead, they actively work to protect what they have
built and to prepare for the inevitable storms that lie ahead, thus ensuring their long-term survival and
continued growth.

The Level 5 Leader in a Volatile World

While the "Great by Choice" research doesn't introduce a new leadership archetype, it reaffirms the
importance of the "Level 5 Leader" concept first introduced in Collins' earlier work, "Good to Great." A
Level 5 Leader embodies a potent blend of personal humility and fierce professional will. In the context of
"Great by Choice," this leadership style is particularly crucial for navigating extreme uncertainty, as it
balances ambition with selflessness and a profound commitment to the organization's success above personal
gain.

These leaders are characterized by their disciplined decision-making, their unwavering focus on the
mission, and their ability to inspire others to extraordinary achievements. They are not driven by ego but
by a deep-seated desire to build something enduring and significant. In volatile times, their calm demeanor,
their willingness to confront difficult truths, and their consistent pursuit of excellence provide a stable
anchor for their organizations, guiding them through turbulence with clarity and conviction.

Practical Applications for "Great by Choice" Principles

The principles outlined in "Great by Choice" offer a robust framework for any leader seeking to enhance
organizational resilience and performance, especially in today's unpredictable business climate. The first
practical application is to cultivate a culture of "confronting the brutal facts" while maintaining faith in their
ultimate success. Leaders must actively encourage open dialogue about challenges and performance gaps,
using data and evidence to drive decision-making.

Secondly, organizations should embrace the concept of the "20-mile march," setting clear, ambitious, and
measurable goals that are pursued with relentless discipline over extended periods. This provides a sense of
direction and purpose, even amidst chaos. Thirdly, leaders must focus on building a "bulletproof" balance
sheet, maintaining financial discipline to weather economic downturns and to capitalize on opportunities
when they arise. Finally, fostering a deep sense of accountability throughout the organization, coupled
with proactive risk management and continuous learning, will equip companies to not only survive but to
thrive and excel, regardless of the external environment. The application of these principles is not a one-
time fix but an ongoing commitment to disciplined excellence.



FAQ

Q: What is the core concept of Jim Collins' "Great by Choice"?
A: The core concept of "Great by Choice" is to identify and understand the principles that enable companies
to achieve at least ten times greater success than their industry peers over sustained periods, particularly
during times of extreme uncertainty and volatility.

Q: How does "Great by Choice" define a "10X company"?
A: A "10X company" is defined as an organization that has achieved shareholder returns at least ten times
greater than the general market for a sustained period of at least twenty years, demonstrating exceptional
performance even in turbulent environments.

Q: What is "productive paranoia" in the context of "Great by Choice"?
A: "Productive paranoia" refers to a state of vigilant preparedness and proactive risk management. It means
anticipating potential threats and challenges, developing mitigation strategies, and building resilience to
ensure the organization can withstand adversity.

Q: How important is luck in the "Great by Choice" framework?
A: While luck is acknowledged, "Great by Choice" emphasizes how 10X companies are better at preparing
for, recognizing, and capitalizing on good luck, and mitigating the impact of bad luck, suggesting that
preparedness is more critical than mere chance.

Q: What role does leadership play in achieving "Great by Choice" status?
A: Level 5 Leadership, characterized by personal humility and fierce professional will, is crucial. These
leaders provide stability, make disciplined decisions, and inspire their teams to achieve extraordinary
results, especially in volatile conditions.

Q: Can the principles of "Great by Choice" be applied to smaller businesses
or startups?
A: Yes, while the research focused on larger, established companies, the underlying principles of
disciplined thought, accountability, long-term vision, and resilience can be adapted and applied by
businesses of all sizes to improve their strategic planning and execution.



Q: What is the "20-mile march" in "Great by Choice"?
A: The "20-mile march" is a concept representing setting clear, ambitious, and measurable goals that are
pursued with relentless discipline over extended periods. It serves as a benchmark for progress and a
driver of consistent performance, even when conditions are challenging.
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