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IN RECENT YEARS, we have come to believe 

that it is increasingly important for business  

leaders to learn how to build companies that are 

simultaneously purpose-driven, performance- 

focused, and principles-led. We developed this point 

of view from two quite different perspectives: One 

of the authors is an academic and adviser to  

C-suite executives on building enterprise leader-

ship capability, and the other is an executive, board 

member, and CEO coach who, as CEO and presi-

dent of Ford Motor Co. from 2006 to 2014, led a 

successful turnaround at that company.1 (See 

“About the Research,” p. 64.)

At a time when the pace of change in business is 

faster than ever, we believe that building organiza-

tions with these three characteristics is no longer  

a choice. Being performance-driven is clearly es-

sential to success; continuous disruption, rapid 

technological innovation, and turbulence require 

that today’s leaders build agile organizations with 

resilient employees in order to achieve superior 

performance.2  

But focusing on results alone is not enough.  

Demographic, cultural, and technological changes 

have led to a workforce that demands a set of oper-

ating principles characterized by core values such 

as transparency, trust, inclusion, and real-time  

collaboration to help guide behaviors and deci-

sion-making in companies.3 Finally, studies have 

shown that millennials are deeply motivated by 

corporate social responsibility and a compelling 

sense of purpose.4 Together, these forces make the 
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To successfully lead major organizational transformations, executives need to align  
purpose, performance, and principles within their companies. Doing so isn’t easy —  
and requires mastery of a wide range of leadership skills.
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THE LEADING  
QUESTION
What skills 
and mindsets 
will help exec-
utives lead  
companies 
through major 
change?

FINDINGS
�Executives should 
seek to align pur-
pose, performance, 
and principles;  
doing so helps  
engage employees.

�Leaders need a will-
ingness to embrace 
dualities, such as 
combining urgency 
and patience.
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case that companies that fail to aspire to align pur-

pose, performance, and principles will also fail to 

attract the best talent. Furthermore, to achieve the 

kind of transformations that today’s fast-moving 

economy often requires of businesses, executives 

need engaged, committed employees who have op-

portunities to contribute their knowledge. Purpose 

and principles can help engage employees in sup-

port of high performance. 

Aligning Purpose, Performance, 
and Principles
What does it take to align purpose, performance, 

and principles? Consider the examples of two busi-

ness leaders who took on that challenge: Dave 

McKay of Royal Bank of Canada (RBC) and Isa-

dore Sharp of Four Seasons Hotels Ltd.

Articulating a Sense of Purpose at RBC In 2014, 

Dave McKay was appointed chief executive officer 

and director of the board of Toronto-based Royal 

Bank of Canada, a leading financial services com-

pany. At the time of his appointment, McKay had 

several critical strategic and operational priorities: 

growing RBC’s emerging businesses, revitalizing 

some mature businesses, and preparing employees to 

take on the challenges of the emergence of digitiza-

tion as a core element of the bank’s business model.   

But there was something else important on 

McKay’s agenda — something that had less to do 

with the bank’s bottom line, at least in the short 

run. McKay felt that, despite an enviable record of 

financial performance and a set of core values that 

guided managerial decision-making, RBC lacked a 

compelling statement of its core purpose. The new 

CEO read an article that one of us had written 

several years earlier5 that illustrated how some 

companies had harnessed a sense of purpose to 

forge a powerful collective ambition to lead them 

through difficult transformations.  He felt this was 

needed to inspire employees to take on the bank’s 

new challenges as a team.   

McKay’s desire to make RBC’s purpose explicit 

was initially met with a healthy dose of skepticism 

from some senior leaders. Shouldn’t the bank focus 

on its strategic and operational challenges first? 

Shouldn’t it continue its digital transformation and 

then perhaps senior management and employees 

would be more open to embracing the “softer is-

sues”? But McKay pressed on and persuaded the top 

executive team and key stakeholders to embrace the 

process. The leadership team started to hold dia-

logue sessions, asking a few simple but powerful 

questions: Why does RBC really exist as an enter-

prise? Is it just to make money?  Whom do we really 

go to work for every day? What gap would there be 

in the world if we didn’t exist? 

Employees responded positively to these ques-

tions and to being asked to help shape RBC’s 

purpose statement.6 The results included a consid-

erable uptick in employee engagement and a higher 

percentage of employees understanding and iden-

tifying with RBC’s strategic direction.

Creating a Performance-Driven Culture at Four 
Seasons At Four Seasons, Isadore Sharp faced a dif-

ferent challenge in the summer of 2008: He was 

pondering his next move to save his iconic Toronto-

based company, Four Seasons Hotels Ltd. “Issy,” as  

he is known by many, had founded Four Seasons  

in 1960 and built the Four Seasons brand around  

his vision of creating one of the world’s premier 

ABOUT THE RESEARCH
What brought the two authors together is an unorthodox yet powerful research protocol. One of us (Doug 
Ready) has conducted applied research on developing leadership capabilities in next-generation organizations, 
conducting hundreds of interviews and working with organizations around the world. The other (Alan Mulally) 
has successfully led large, complex organizations (Ford Motor Co. and Boeing Commercial Airplanes) through 
periods of change. For more than two years, Ready and Mulally have merged their experiences and thinking 
and led inquiries into what it takes to build robust, next-generation organizations and prepare the leaders who 
will guide them. Ready’s contributions include conducting dozens of interviews with senior leaders from com-
panies in Asia, Europe, and North America; he asked them about the factors they viewed as critical in building 
next-generation leadership capability. Mulally’s contributions come not only from his own experience as a 
CEO but also from reaching out to CEOs and academics to engage in a dialogue on next-generation leadership 
effectiveness and organizational transformation. 
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hospitality businesses as well as around a set of guid-

ing principles that involved treating others with 

dignity, respect, and professionalism.7 This values-

based business model served Sharp and Four 

Seasons well; the brand’s reputation grew, and Four 

Seasons hotels were able to command among the 

highest rates in the industry.  

But when the global financial crisis started to 

unfold in 2007 and deepen in 2008, the high-end 

business-travel market dried up considerably, and the 

company’s business model was seriously threatened. 

The power of the Four Seasons brand and its high 

margins had covered up a number of performance 

gaps and operational inefficiencies, and the recession 

brought those problems under a glaring spotlight.  

Sharp and his management team knew they had 

to make some radical decisions. However, they didn’t 

run from their powerful sense of purpose. In fact, 

Sharp and his top leaders doubled down on empha-

sizing the importance of the company’s mission and 

core values to employees. But they made it clear that 

it was time to also place a premium on achieving the 

company’s financial and operational performance 

objectives by instilling discipline in managerial  

decision-making, cutting spending, and reducing its 

workforce — something unheard of in the Four  

Seasons family. Management made the tough call to 

build a high-performance culture by making key 

staff changes and reducing the company’s cost struc-

ture — thereby helping Four Seasons return to its 

industry leadership role within a few years. The lead-

ership team thus added a heightened performance 

focus to a company that had long been grounded in 

purpose and principles.

A Complex Challenge
When we look at these two brief examples, we begin 

to see the threads that must be woven together to 

form companies that are simultaneously purpose-

driven, performance-focused, and principles-led. 

On the surface, the aspiration to align purpose, 

performance, and principles seems rather simple 

and straightforward. One might ask a series of 

questions: “Who doesn’t want to work for a purpose-

driven enterprise?” “Who doesn’t want to work for 

a company that consistently achieves high perfor-

mance?” “Who doesn’t want to work for a company 

that has a strong set of core values and guiding 

principles?” But to see how complex the challenge 

really is, a more telling question to ask is: “Who 

works for a company today that is consistently  

purpose-driven, performance-focused, and  

principles-led?” The first set of questions would 

most likely yield responses that are unanimously 

positive, while the question about the current  

status of one’s employer might yield a far lower 

positive-response rate. 

It is quite simple for executives to say they aspire 

to build companies that are simultaneously purpose-

driven, performance-focused, and principles-led. 

But it is remarkably difficult to actually achieve 

that. We and other researchers have cited the chal-

lenges facing leaders in trying to reconcile the 

tensions between purpose and profits.8 In fact, in 

speaking to thousands of managers around the 

world, we have never had even one person state that 

this is an easy venture. Why is it so hard to realize 

this ambition?

The answer has to do with embracing the reality 

that in companies, as in life, people see events and 

actions through different lenses and sometimes 

with conflicting goals. For example, if you’re Dave 

McKay at RBC, you spend a good deal of your time 

on cross-enterprise matters. You try to fit the puzzle 

pieces of the bank together. It’s your job. However, a 

mid-to-senior-level manager at the bank’s retail  

division has a more limited scope and sense of  

context — he doesn’t consider thinking and behav-

ing with broader enterprise considerations in mind 

as part of his job. As a consequence, the retail  

It is quite simple for executives to say they aspire to  
build companies that are simultaneously purpose-driven,  
performance-focused, and principles-led. But it is remarkably 
difficult to actually achieve that.
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manager hears the call for cross-business collabo-

ration yet knows that his bonus is tied to hitting the 

performance targets for his unit. In this example, 

performance targets are clashing with collabora-

tion, a core value that the CEO is conveying as 

important to the bank.  

Similarly, in the case of Four Seasons, consider a 

property managing director who had grown up in a 

company that literally treated her like a member of 

the family and spared no expense to fulfill the com-

pany’s purpose of being the premier luxury provider 

in the hospitality industry.  All of a sudden, she was 

being told to cut costs and reduce head count to 

achieve new performance standards. In that situa-

tion, purpose and principles were clashing with the 

newly articulated, urgent focus on performance.  

We use these two examples because they reflect 

the real problems facing clear-minded, well-inten-

tioned leaders in successful organizations. There is 

no immunity from hard-wired tensions, even in the 

best of companies.

What Transformation  
Requires of Leaders
How can executives align purpose, performance, 

and principles so that they can lead their organiza-

tion through major changes? Both our research and 

our experience suggest that task requires a particu-

lar set of skills and mindsets. (See “The Skills and 

Mindsets Transformation Leaders Need.”) It also 

requires the leader and his or her management 

team to commit to a relentless process of rigorous 

implementation.9

 

Five Essential Leadership Skills Exceptional 

transformation leaders bring a particular set of com-

petencies to the challenge of shaping and integrating 

a company’s purpose, vision, strategy, and guiding 

principles. They establish the discipline to execute, to 

learn from their mistakes, and to continuously refine 

the efficacy of their companies’ execution efforts. Our 

research and experience has led us to identify five 

core skills that are essential for such leaders.10

1. They tell compelling stories. Great transfor-

mation leaders understand the power of a story 

well told.11 They don’t dwell on the past, but they 

appreciate the importance of linking their compa-

nies’ heritage to its desired future state and then 

framing their organizations’ current challenges as 

the bridge between the two. That’s why McKay 

strongly believed that his organization needed to 

craft a powerful purpose statement to complete 

RBC’s transformation story. He believed that by 

crafting a powerful purpose statement together 

with the bank’s employees, employees’ commit-

ment to customer centricity and dedication to 

RBC’s principles would grow considerably.  

2. They build a collective leadership capabil-

ity. No matter how smart, accomplished, or 

charismatic they are, transformation leaders un-

derstand that they will achieve their objectives 

only through mutual accountability and collective 

ownership of their companies’ future challenges. 

They also understand that high-value employees 

want to take part in a leadership capability that is 

distributed throughout the organization rather 

than concentrated only in the C-suite.12 Transfor-

mation leaders don’t tolerate petty “siloed” 

behavior but instead call for cross-boundary 

know-how exchange, cultivating a positive climate 

of mutual reliance.

3. They install disciplined processes to drive in-

novation and growth. At Four Seasons, Sharp and 

his management team knew they had a capability 

gap between their company’s current performance 

and its future potential, but they hadn’t installed the 

rigorous processes and discipline to manage that 

gap. So when the financial crisis hit, they were  

unprepared to drive deep change. They were a  

purpose-driven, principles-led company without a 

High-value employees want to take part in a leadership  
capability that is distributed throughout the organization  
rather than concentrated only in the C-suite.
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deliberate emphasis on building a 

high-performance culture. But Sharp 

and his team soon learned that  

requiring crisp execution of their 

company’s strategy was good not only 

for its bottom line but also for cus-

tomers, because a high-performing 

Four Seasons enabled the company to 

reinvest profits into enhanced quality 

and services, thus reinforcing its core 

purpose.

4. They align promises made 

with metrics and rewards. If  we 

looked at all the companies we have advised or led, 

we’d argue that the biggest danger that threatens a 

company’s ability to sustain a major business 

transformation is a lack of trust among employees 

about whether the CEO and top executive team 

have the managerial courage and will to see the 

transformation through. When a leader lays out a 

vision of a collaboration-based business model, 

that leader had better reward collaborative behav-

ior and offer negative consequences for siloed, 

zero-sum behavior. Great transformation leaders 

align their messaging with a series of metrics, 

milestones, and rewards that are consistent with 

those messages.13  

5. They build vibrant talent factories. A com-

pany with a vibrant, forward-looking talent 

strategy has a built-in engine for growth, revitaliza-

tion, and renewal.14 Such a talent strategy will 

include the scanning capability to examine skills 

requirements in a turbulent economic environ-

ment. It will have the capacity to turn that scanning 

capability into an effective talent-acquisition strat-

egy. The strategy will ensure that the organization’s 

culture and climate is inclusive, collaborative, and 

high-performing. It will provide ample opportuni-

ties for network cultivation to employees, who in 

today’s world insist on such an environment. Con-

tinuous, just-in-time learning will be the norm.  

Mastering Dualities:  
Five Essential Mindsets   
Possessing the leadership skills outlined above is  

essential, but insufficient to bring about transfor-

mational change. We have seen leaders who tell 

great stories, have execution plans and metrics in 

place, and have installed a sophisticated human 

capital strategy, yet still have not been able to move 

their organizations to a higher plain. The reason for 

this has little to do with the story not taking hold, or 

deficient plans and metrics, or having a profes-

sional yet misguided human capital system.   

The reason is simpler. It has to do with the tone, 

approach, and sense of perspective executives bring 

to the table when leading major organizational 

change initiatives. Managing the complexities of 

building organizations that are simultaneously 

purpose-driven, performance-focused, and princi-

ples-led requires not only the skills we’ve identified 

above but also the mindset of a leader and leader-

ship team who understand that the world is rarely 

clearly defined. It requires leaders who see the  

forest and the trees, who see complexity not in a 

zero-sum manner but rather through the yin and 

yang lenses of dualities.15 

So, in addition to the skills (what great transfor-

mation leaders do), we have identified five dualities 

that make up the mindsets (how they go about actu-

ally doing it) we believe executives must master to 

lead their organizations through major change. (See 

“The Skills and Mindsets Transformation Leaders 

Need.”) We provide examples of each below; in addi-

tion, in a sidebar, one of the authors (Alan Mulally) 

describes how he embraced the five dualities while 

leading a successful turnaround at Ford. (See “Lead-

ing a Transformation at Ford,” p. 68.)

1. Urgency and Patience Most CEOs and top ex-

ecutive teams take pride in being decisive, with a 

get-it-done-now attitude. So imagine telling such a 

group that their business transformation is going 

THE SKILLS AND MINDSETS  
TRANSFORMATION LEADERS NEED
To guide their companies through periods of major change, senior executives must  
combine traditional leadership skills with five mindsets that help them balance a series  
of tensions inherent in leading organizations through complexity.

SKILLS MINDSETS

Crafting compelling stories Urgency and patience

Building collective leadership Collective leadership and individual accountability

Driving innovation and growth Developmental coach and relentless performance driver

Aligning metrics and rewards Perpetual student and inspiring teacher

Creating a talent factory Humble servant and bold change catalyst
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to take a minimum of three years to take hold. Most 

executives will state emphatically that they don’t 

have three years: They want this done now. Wise 

transformation leaders, however, combine that 

sense of urgency to get moving with the patience it 

takes to gather the right stakeholders together, seek 

their input, look for the systemic problems that 

might run deep into the cultural fabric of the orga-

nization, and address the root causes of the 

blockage rather than the surface factors.16 Patience 

doesn’t mean that one acts slowly but, rather, delib-

erately, with a sense of context and perspective.

When I left my job as ex-
ecutive vice president at 
Boeing and accepted 

the job as CEO of Ford Motor Co. in 
2006, Ford was in trouble. Demand 
for its products was decreasing, and 
Ford had been losing money and 
market share. The company’s cost 
structure was not competitive; it 
had overcapacity and was running 
out of cash. 

Why did I take the job under 
such circumstances? I was being 
asked to serve a company that, like 
Boeing, where I had served for 37 
years, was an American and global 
icon. Companies like Boeing and 
Ford are very important; they repre-
sent a substantial portion of the 
economy in the United States and 
worldwide. They provide safe and 
efficient transportation, technol-
ogy, great careers, and great jobs. I 
believed that by bringing purpose-
driven, performance-focused, and 
principles-led leadership to Ford, I 
could add a lot of value to the com-
pany — and Bill Ford and the board 
of directors agreed.

I brought to Ford a system that I 
call my “Working Together Manage-
ment System.” As a CEO, I found 
that one of the keys in communicat-
ing about the “three P’s” — purpose, 
performance, and principles — is 
doing so in a format that’s accessible, 
so that you can use the same mes-
sage throughout the organization. 

You use it with the board, with new 
hires, with the leadership team — 
all over. The message had to convey 
a compelling vision, a comprehen-
sive strategy, and a relentless 
implementation plan — and it had to 
be something that all stakeholders 
could easily understand and enthu-
siastically commit to.

Central to my communication  
of the three P’s was one slide —  
the “Ford Creating Value Road-
map” — that I used frequently in 
presentations throughout Ford.  
The slide outlined our “One Ford” 
vision, strategy, and plan. It included 
both our overall goal of creating an 
exciting, viable Ford delivering prof-
itable growth that would benefit all 
stakeholders, and several important 
specifics of our plan: to aggressively 
restructure to operate profitably,  
to accelerate the development  
of new products our customers 
wanted and valued, to finance our 
plan, and to work together as one 
team worldwide. Importantly, the 
slide also described behaviors that 
we expected to see throughout the 
company, including making sound 
decisions using facts and data; and 
respecting, listening to, helping, and 
appreciating others.

The Ford Creating Value Road-
map enabled me to communicate 
the three P’s that are central to 
leading an organizational transfor-
mation. Our overall goal of having 

an exciting, viable company that 
would deliver profitable growth for 
the good of all stakeholders com-
municated both purpose and a 
performance focus, and the list  
of expected behaviors conveyed  
principles that determined how  
we would work together. 

I also had a slide that focused 
solely on those “working together” 
principles and practices. Those 
principles and practices described 
how we were going to treat one 
another — how we were going to 
help one another, how we were 
going to have emotional resilience, 
and how we were going to have 
fun. I wanted people to know we 
were going to enjoy the journey 
and one another — and we’d never 
try to achieve success at one an-
other’s expense.

In the course of the Ford turn-
around, I had to embrace five 
seemingly contradictory mindsets.

Both Collective Leadership and 
Individual Accountability  
I needed more than just a vision 
and a list of principles to change 
Ford. Central to the turnaround 
was a process I brought with me 
from Boeing: a weekly “business-
plan-review” meeting in which 
leaders from all parts of the com-
pany met together, in person and 
via the internet, to report on the 
status of each group’s work toward 
achieving its part of the company’s 
business plan. All executives were 

expected to report on status ver-
sus the business plan in their areas 
in terms of color-coding: green (for 
areas that were on plan); yellow 
(for areas that were off-plan but 
where we had identified a solution 
to get them back on track); and red 
(for areas that were off-plan and 
where no solution had yet been 
identified). We would work to-
gether to discuss the problems 
that executives identified and to 
help one another turn the reds to 
yellows to greens. 

Both Urgency and Patience 
When I joined Ford, there was a 
good chance the company would 
go out of business if we couldn’t 
improve performance. That cre-
ated a tremendous urgency, but I 
also had to be patient. When we 
first started doing weekly busi-
ness-plan-review meetings at 
Ford, we got 300 charts from the 
executives participating in the 
meeting — and all of them were 
green. People were afraid to admit 
to problems, particularly if they 
didn’t have solutions.

So I stopped the first meeting  
a couple of times, and I said, “You 
know and I know that we’re going 
to lose billions of dollars in our  
automotive business this year. Is 
there anything — anything — that’s 
not going well?” Of course, there 
were things not going well, but the 
executives were afraid to speak up; 
they’d never seen anybody survive 

2. Collective Leadership and Individual Account-
ability Most leaders understand the conceptual 

promise of building a collective leadership capabil-

ity, but few bring that perspective to work every day. 

Effective transformation leaders understand that 

collaboration is less a management technique than it 

is a leadership philosophy. It’s a belief characterized 

by statements such as “When we commit to working 

together, we lay the foundation for winning to-

gether.” But these leaders also know that to win 

together, each individual must accept accountability 

for delivering excellence. 

LEADING A TRANSFORMATION AT FORD
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at Ford if they started pointing out 
problems they were having. 

This went on for several  
weeks — a sea of green charts 
week after week while we  
were on track to lose billions of 
dollars — and I had to just con-
tinue to trust in the process. I 
knew that we had to get to a 
breakthrough by getting to the 
place where executives felt they 
could share their real situations 
with their colleagues — or we 
were not going to be able to save 
Ford. But it was a real concern for 
me how long it would take to get 
to that breakthrough. I just had to 
keep my emotional resilience, 
while I continued to encourage 
transparency.

Finally, one day at the weekly 
meeting, one executive was brave 
enough to color-code something in 
his weekly status report red — and 
he didn’t have a solution to the  
problem he described. I could  
immediately see that everybody 
else on the leadership team thought 
he was going to lose his job after 
that — and that was the last they’d 
see of him. 

What they saw instead is that I 
clapped after that executive gave 
his report; I celebrated that he had 
admitted a problem. Then, at the 
next meeting, I seated him closer 
to me. When the other executives 
saw that unexpected outcome — 
an executive admitted a problem 
and was applauded for that, people 

worked together to address the 
problem, and the executive kept 
his job — that was the break-
through we needed. Everybody felt 
they could trust the process, and 
those 300 charts that had been a 
sea of green week after week soon 
started to look like a rainbow! 

Both Developmental Coach and 
Relentless Performance Driver 
One of the “working together” 
principles and practices I brought 
to Ford was that we would have a 
compelling vision, comprehensive 
strategy, and relentless implemen-
tation plan. The weekly business- 
plan-review meetings exemplified 
our focus on implementation and 
performance. 

I had to be a patient coach, but I 
also had zero tolerance for people 
violating the expected behaviors 
we had agreed to. For example,  
one of our “working together” 
practices involved respecting  
everyone, and I’d have executives 
ask me, “Are you saying that  
we need to remove fear and intim-
idation from our management 
toolbox?” I’d say, “Yes. That’s what 
we are saying.” I’d offer to get 
those executives help and coach-
ing resources if they were willing 
to try to change their leadership 
style and behaviors. But I’d also let 
them know that if they didn’t want 
to change, it would probably be 
better for them and all of us if they 
moved on. It was their decision.

 Both Student and Teacher Every 
week, I used the business-plan- 
review meeting with executives to 
reinforce the focus on the three 
P’s:  purpose, performance, and 
principles. I always opened the 
meeting by sharing the company’s 
purpose, the performance, and the 
principles — the same charts, 
every week. And then I’d share the 
overall business plan, the summary 
of the company’s overall status 
against the plan, and the areas that 
needed special attention. There 
was a relentless consistency to my 
approach: I was trying to change a 
culture, so I started every meeting 
by talking about purpose, perfor-
mance, and principles. 

But after that, during the rest of 
the weekly business-plan-review 
meeting, I talked the least, because 
I was listening and learning from 
other executives’ presentations 
and facilitating involvement and 
participation. Some CEOs cause a 
lot of busywork by making sugges-
tions and comments when their 
people give reports. That’s not 
what the CEO’s job should be. The 
biggest contribution we can make 
as CEOs is to hold ourselves and 
our teams accountable for the 
three P’s — purpose, performance, 
and principles. That’s the most im-
portant thing we can do. 

Both Servant and Change Cata-
lyst For me, love is an important 
part of leadership. Herb Kelleher, 

cofounder, former CEO, and  
chairman emeritus of Southwest 
Airlines Co., is one of my dearest 
friends. He profitably grew South-
west Airlines for nearly 40 years, 
and he loved his employees. And I 
feel the same way: I love our em-
ployees. What that means in a 
business context is that I believe  
in them — in what they can do  
individually and what we can do 
collectively. Through the principles 
and practices by which we work  
together, I affirm that I’m going to 
include them, listen to them, and 
respect them. We are all going to 
hold ourselves collectively account-
able for following our processes 
and our expected behaviors. And 
we are going to have fun. 

What more could I do to love 
people than to help create a healthy 
work environment that delivers high 
performance and profitable growth, 
where people can have the satisfac-
tion of meaningful accomplishment 
and making a difference? That is 
what motivates my work as a leader.

� — Alan Mulally

Alan Mulally served as president  
and CEO of Ford Motor Co. from  
September 2006 until mid-2014 
and led a successful turnaround  
of the company. Ford went from 
losing $12.7 billion in 2006 to a 
profit of $7.2 billion in 2013.  
Prior to joining Ford, Mulally  
was executive vice president of 
Boeing Co. and CEO of Boeing 
Commercial Airplanes. 

3. Developmental Coach and Relentless Perfor-
mance Driver Great coaches know that developing 

expertise takes practice and time for the lessons learned 

to result in more-natural, repeatable behaviors. They 

take on the challenge knowing that positive change will 

often not come immediately, but they are there to lend 

a helping hand and guidance when needed. At the 

same time, leaders must be demanding by establishing 

ambitious performance standards and holding both 

the team and the individuals on it accountable. They 

also know that sometimes those whom they are 

coaching are not going to be able to make the 

transition from acceptable to exceptional performer, 

and they are prepared to make the tough calls to re-

move underperforming individuals from the team.17

4. Perpetual Student and Inspiring Teacher Larry 

Fink, the cofounder, chairman, and CEO of New 

York-based asset management firm BlackRock Inc., is 

fond of calling himself a perpetual student. Recent  

research18 finds that one indication of effective CEOs 

is their capacity to continuously gather important  

information on customers, competitors, their  

organizations’ cultural climate, and the external 
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environment by asking high-quality questions. Fink is 

no exception. He is highly skilled at getting to the root 

of a problem first by asking penetrating questions and 

then asking further questions of those around him 

concerning how to best solve the problems identi-

fied.19 Yet, while Fink is a superb student, there is also 

no better representative to teach BlackRock’s guiding 

principles or to use the company’s powerful purpose 

statement as a learning vehicle for building passion 

and commitment among employees. 

5. Humble Servant and Bold Change Catalyst 
When we’ve seen leaders tell their companies’ stories, 

those stories are often filled with emotional mo-

ments. We hear about the relationship between a 

pharmaceutical company’s purpose statement and a 

patient being cured of cancer, or why safety is now a 

guiding principle at an oil company after a CEO had 

to attend the funeral of a company worker who died 

from a lapse in the company’s safety procedures. 

When authentic, these emotional connections matter 

deeply to a company’s leaders and its employees. The 

leaders of such companies bring a sense of deep hu-

mility, service, and stewardship to their roles. Perhaps 

ironically, that sense of service is often what moti-

vates these leaders to be bold change catalysts when 

they feel that such action is warranted. They are not 

driving deep change and revitalization to build 

their personal brands but to bring a sense of vitality 

and freshness to the companies they feel honored to 

serve. Through that sense of deep belief in their com-

panies’ purpose and principles comes the drive to 

catalyze change to boost performance — because 

the company, its employees, its customers, and its 

shareholders deserve nothing less.

A New Perspective on Leadership
In the face of rapid change and increasing digitaliza-

tion, many leaders of established, successful companies 

are finding themselves and their organizations falling 

suddenly behind — and that is an unaccustomed, un-

comfortable feeling. Senior executives need to not only 

summon the courage and the will to transform their 

organizations for a new era but also be prepared to  

embrace a different way of doing business.  

To succeed in leading organizational transfor-

mations, executives need a new mindset — a fresh 

way of looking at their industries, their businesses, 

their customers, and the best way to deliver differ-

entiated value to customers. The biggest challenge 

is to embrace a different style of leadership. (See 

“Are You a Game-Changing Leader?”)  

Leaders of large, complex organizations can gain 

this new perspective by embracing the embedded 

ARE YOU A GAME-CHANGING LEADER?
It’s not easy to be the kind of executive who can successfully lead an organization through  
major changes. Reflect on the 10 questions below to see if you are on your way to becoming  
that kind of game-changing leader.  

1Have you crafted and articulated your company’s 
story, emphasizing the importance of it being 

purpose-driven, performance-focused, and  
principles-led?

2Have you engaged your entire organization to  
the point where there is a powerful sense of  

mutual accountability and mutual investment?

3Have you put in place rigorous and disciplined 
processes to ensure that your organization’s  

strategic and operational priorities are identified  
and implemented?

4Have you put in place metrics, milestones,  
and rewards that accurately and transparently 

align with your messaging about the organization’s 
top priorities?

5Have you created talent-management processes 
that ensure that you will have the necessary 

pipeline of leaders to accomplish your strategy and 
vision?

6How well are you balancing the need to express 
a sense of urgency about driving change with 

the patience it will take to do things well and right?

7While you are building a sense of collective  
leadership accountability, are you also emphasiz-

ing the importance of each individual delivering 
excellence?

8How well are you balancing your role as a devel-
opmental coach for key members of your team 

with the role you must play as the driver of excep-
tional performance?

9How well are you balancing your role as a per-
petual student who asks important questions 

with your role as an important teacher of your com-
pany’s purpose, vision, strategy, and values?

 10 How well do you balance acting as a humble 
servant and steward of your organization’s 

reputation and legacy with being a bold catalyst for 
change?
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tensions they face. Executives must learn to reconcile 

these tensions by mastering a series of conflicting yet 

complementary dualities: urgency and patience; col-

lective and individual accountability; coaching and 

driving performance; student and teacher; and  

humility and boldness. Leaders who can master  

those dualities skillfully will be well equipped to build 

organizations that are purpose-driven, performance-

focused, and principles-led — and then to guide those 

organizations to new successes in an ever-changing 

business environment.

Doug Ready is a senior lecturer in organizational effec-
tiveness at the MIT Sloan School of Management in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, as well as the founder and 
president of the International Consortium for Executive 
Development Research (ICEDR), based in Lexington, 
Massachusetts. Alan Mulally, who is a member of the 
board of directors of Alphabet Inc., is the former CEO 
and president of Ford Motor Co. and the former CEO of 
Boeing Commercial Airplanes. Comment on this article 
at http://sloanreview.mit.edu/x/59128, or contact the  
authors at smrfeedback@mit.edu.
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Senior executives need to not only summon the courage and 
the will to transform their organizations for a new era but also 
be prepared to embrace a different way of doing business.
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