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by jim collins morten t hansen great by choice uncertainty chaos and luck why is a compelling
exploration into the factors that distinguish truly exceptional companies from their competitors. Authored
by renowned management thinkers Jim Collins and Morten T. Hansen, this book delves into the core
principles that enable organizations to thrive amid turbulence, uncertainty, and unpredictable external
forces. It challenges the conventional wisdom that external luck or uncontrollable chaos solely determine
success and offers a strategic framework for companies aiming to achieve sustained greatness by making
deliberate choices. In this comprehensive article, we will explore the key themes, insights, and practical
applications from "Great by Choice," emphasizing why understanding the roles of uncertainty, chaos, and
luck is vital for business leaders striving for excellence in an unpredictable world.

Understanding the Premise of Greatness in Uncertain
Times

The Context of Uncertainty and Chaos
In today’s rapidly changing business environment, uncertainty and chaos are more prevalent than ever.
From technological disruption to geopolitical upheavals, external forces can seem uncontrollable and
random. Many organizations believe that success depends heavily on luck or external circumstances
beyond their influence. However, Collins and Hansen argue that certain companies consistently
outperform their peers not because they are lucky, but because they adopt specific behaviors and
strategic choices that allow them to navigate chaos effectively.

The Difference Between Good and Great Companies
The book distinguishes between companies that are merely good and those that are truly great, especially
in turbulent environments. Great companies display resilience, discipline, and strategic focus, enabling
them to not only survive but thrive amid chaos. The authors challenge the myth that external factors or
luck are the primary reasons for success, emphasizing instead that deliberate choices and leadership are
critical.

The Core Concepts of Greatness in Uncertainty



10X Companies: The Key to Sustained Excellence
One of the central ideas in "Great by Choice" is the concept of "10X Companies" — firms that outperform
their industry peers by at least ten times over a long period. These organizations demonstrate a
remarkable ability to operate with consistency and discipline regardless of external chaos. Key traits of
10X Companies include: - Level 5 Leadership: Humble yet driven leaders who prioritize organizational
success over personal ego. - Fanatic Discipline: Rigorous adherence to core principles and strategic
focus. - Productive Paranoia: Constant awareness of potential threats and preparation for adverse events.
- Empirical Creativity: Making decisions based on data and evidence, not assumptions or luck. - Level 5
Ambition: A blend of personal humility and professional will.

The Role of the "Good-to-Great" Framework in Uncertain Times
Building on Collins’ earlier work, "Great by Choice" emphasizes that disciplined people, disciplined
thought, and disciplined action are essential for navigating chaos. The book introduces the concept of the
"Fire Bullets, then Cannonballs" methodology, which involves testing ideas with small, low-risk
experiments ("bullets") before making large, high-stakes investments ("cannonballs"). This approach
minimizes the impact of external uncertainty and reduces reliance on luck.

Why Uncertainty and Chaos Are Not Barriers to Greatness

Managing Uncertainty Through Disciplined Action
Organizations that succeed in unpredictable environments do not ignore uncertainty; instead, they
confront it head-on with disciplined responses. They develop robust systems that can adapt to changing
circumstances without losing focus on their core mission. Strategies include: - Maintaining a clear and
unwavering core purpose. - Building organizational resilience through financial and operational buffers. -
Using empirical evidence to guide decision-making.

The Myth of Luck in Business Success
While luck can play a role in certain situations, Collins and Hansen argue that reliance on luck is a faulty
strategy. Instead, successful companies create their own "luck" by being prepared, adaptable, and
disciplined. They seize opportunities that others overlook and respond effectively to crises because of
their deliberate practices. Key points to remember: - Luck favors the prepared mind. - Focused execution
and discipline create more opportunities than randomness. - Building a culture of disciplined
experimentation increases the chance of unexpected success.

Strategies for Thriving in a Chaotic World

Embracing the "20 Mile March"
The "20 Mile March" concept advocates for setting consistent performance goals and sticking to them
regardless of external conditions. This disciplined approach ensures steady progress and prevents



© qr-qa.cbsnorthstar.com By Jim Collins Morten T Hansen Great By Choice Uncertainty Chaos
And Luck Why

3

overextension during booms or despair during downturns. Implementation tips: - Define specific,
measurable performance targets. - Maintain discipline during both good and bad times. - Avoid the
temptation to deviate from core strategies due to external chaos.

Level 5 Leadership and Personal Discipline
Leadership plays a crucial role in navigating chaos. The ideal leaders in great companies embody
humility, professional will, and a relentless focus on organizational excellence. Traits include: - Humility
and modesty. - Willingness to confront brutal facts. - Long-term thinking and patience.

Practical Applications for Business Leaders

Building a Culture of Discipline
To succeed amid uncertainty, organizations must cultivate a culture that promotes disciplined decision-
making and strategic focus. This involves hiring disciplined individuals, setting clear expectations, and
reinforcing core values.

Developing Empirical Creativity
Encourage experimentation and data-driven decision-making. Small tests or "bullets" can reveal insights
and reduce risk, helping organizations adapt proactively rather than reactively.

Fostering Resilience and Preparedness
Organizations should build buffers—financial, operational, and strategic—that can withstand shocks.
Resilient companies view chaos as an opportunity rather than a threat.

Conclusion: Why Greatness is a Choice, Not Luck

"Great by Choice" underscores the vital truth that success in uncertain, chaotic environments is primarily
a matter of deliberate choices and disciplined action. While luck can influence outcomes, it is not the
determining factor. Companies that succeed over the long term do so because they embrace uncertainty,
manage chaos, and cultivate a culture of disciplined resilience. Leaders who internalize these principles
can steer their organizations toward sustained greatness, regardless of external turbulence. Key
Takeaways: - Success is a product of deliberate choices, not luck. - Embrace chaos with disciplined
strategies. - Lead with humility, resilience, and empirical decision-making. - Focus on consistent
performance through "20 Mile March." - Develop organizational buffers and a culture of discipline.
Implementing these insights can transform your organization from merely good to truly great, even in the
most uncertain times. By making strategic choices aligned with core values and maintaining disciplined
execution, you can thrive amid chaos and capitalize on the opportunities that uncertainty creates. SEO
Keywords: Great by Choice, Jim Collins, Morten T. Hansen, business success, leadership in chaos,
organizational resilience, strategic discipline, managing uncertainty, corporate greatness, business
strategy, empirical decision-making, leadership principles, thriving in turbulence



By Jim Collins, Morten T. Hansen, Great by Choice, Uncertainty, Chaos, and Luck: Why In the realm of
business leadership and organizational excellence, few works have generated as much insight and
discussion as "Great by Choice," authored by Jim Collins and Morten T. Hansen. Building on the
groundbreaking research of Collins's earlier work, "Good to Great," this book delves into the factors that
allow certain companies to thrive amid unpredictable, chaotic environments. At its core, the book
explores why some organizations succeed remarkably in uncertain times, emphasizing the roles of
disciplined decision-making, adaptability, and what the authors term "fire in the belly." This
comprehensive review will analyze the book's key themes—uncertainty, chaos, luck, and the critical
factors that underpin sustained greatness—drawing on the authors’ detailed research, case studies, and
practical frameworks.

Understanding the Core Premise of "Great by Choice"

"Great by Choice" sets out to answer a fundamental question: Why do some companies outperform their
competitors significantly during turbulent times, while others falter? The authors challenge traditional
notions that success hinges solely on visionary leadership or market conditions. Instead, they argue that
disciplined action, strategic focus, and a resilient mindset enable companies to navigate chaos effectively.
The book is grounded in meticulous research—comparing "10X" companies (those that outperformed
their industry indices by at least ten times over 15 years) with their less successful counterparts. The
authors distill their findings into a set of principles and behaviors that distinguish the most resilient,
high-performing organizations.

Uncertainty and Chaos: The New Normal in Business

The Reality of Modern Business Environments
The authors emphasize that uncertainty and chaos are not aberrations but intrinsic to modern business
landscapes. Technological disruption, geopolitical shifts, economic volatility, and rapid innovation create
a volatile environment where predictability is elusive. Key points: - Volatility as the norm: Instead of
viewing turbulence as an exception, organizations must accept it as an integral part of strategic planning.
- Complex systems: Business ecosystems are interconnected and complex, amplifying the effects of small
changes and making outcomes unpredictable.

Implications for Leadership
In such environments, traditional linear planning and forecasting become less effective. Leaders must
develop agility, resilience, and a mindset that embraces uncertainty. The authors introduce the concept
of "probabilistic thinking," where organizations prepare for multiple scenarios rather than relying on a
single forecast.

The Role of Luck in Business Success
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Why Luck Matters
One of the most compelling insights in "Great by Choice" is the acknowledgment of luck—both good and
bad—as an uncontrollable factor influencing outcomes. The authors argue that while luck is often
dismissed or overlooked, it plays a significant role in shaping success. Key points: - Luck as an external
force: No company can control luck, but they can position themselves to capitalize on favorable
circumstances. - Luck and preparedness: Success often results from being prepared to seize
opportunities when luck strikes.

Managing for Luck
Organizations that succeed in chaotic environments tend to: - Maintain disciplined focus, enabling them
to recognize and exploit lucky breaks. - Avoid overconfidence or complacency, which can cause firms to
miss opportunities or ignore warning signs. - Cultivate a culture of disciplined thought and action,
allowing them to respond swiftly to unforeseen events. The authors emphasize that "luck favors the
prepared," highlighting the importance of disciplined processes and resilience in turning chance into
advantage.

Key Principles and Concepts from "Great by Choice"

The book synthesizes its findings into several core principles that guide organizations through chaos and
uncertainty:

1. Fanatic Discipline
Discipline is the bedrock of resilience. Successful companies maintain unwavering focus on their core
values, strategy, and execution standards, even under pressure. This disciplined approach ensures
consistency and a clear sense of purpose.

2. Empirical Creativity
While discipline is critical, flexibility and experimentation are equally important. Organizations should
base their innovations on empirical evidence, testing ideas before full-scale implementation.

3. Level 5 Ambition
Building on Collins's earlier work, "Level 5 Leaders" possess humility and fierce resolve. Such leaders
prioritize organizational success over personal ego and are committed to long-term greatness.

4. The 20-Mile March
Consistency over time is vital. The authors advocate setting and sticking to measurable performance
targets—"marching" steadily toward goals regardless of external conditions.



5. Fire in the Belly
A deep passion and relentless drive motivate organizations to persevere through adversity, fueling
sustained effort and resilience.

6. The "SMaC" Recipe
A Specific, Methodical, and Consistent set of practices (SMaC) forms the operational backbone of great
companies. It ensures disciplined consistency in execution while allowing room for adaptive change.

Why Great Companies Thrive in Chaos: Analytical Insights

The authors’ analysis reveals that greatness in chaos is less about external factors and more about
internal discipline and mindset. Here are key reasons why some organizations outperform others:

Resilience and Adaptability
High-performing companies remain resilient by maintaining core principles and adapting their tactics
without abandoning their core purpose. They are flexible enough to pivot in response to environmental
shifts while staying true to their fundamental values.

Disciplined Decision-Making
Disciplined decision-making involves rigorous analysis, avoiding impulsiveness, and resisting distractions.
Companies that excel in uncertainty employ data-driven judgments and clear priorities.

Focus on the "20-Mile March"
Consistent, incremental progress creates a buffer against volatility. By setting achievable goals and
sticking to them, organizations reduce the risk of catastrophic failure due to erratic performance.

Confronting Reality
Great companies confront harsh truths about their situations without denial or wishful thinking. This
realism enables better strategic choices and resource allocation.

Case Studies and Practical Applications

"Great by Choice" offers numerous case studies illustrating these principles, such as: - Samsung in the
1990s: Embraced disciplined innovation and focus to become a global leader in electronics. - Merck &
Co.: Maintained a steady "20-Mile March" through economic downturns, ensuring long-term stability. -
NVIDIA: Demonstrated empirical creativity, adapting to emerging markets in AI and graphics processing.
These examples underscore that greatness is not solely the domain of market leaders but is accessible
through disciplined practices and strategic resilience.
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Conclusion: Building Greatness Amid Uncertainty and
Chaos

"Great by Choice" challenges leaders and organizations to rethink their approach to uncertainty, chaos,
and luck. It advocates for a disciplined, evidence-based framework that balances consistency with
flexibility. Success in unpredictable environments is not about predicting the future but about preparing
to navigate it with resilience, focus, and a relentless drive. The key takeaways include embracing
volatility as inevitable, recognizing the role of luck, and cultivating a culture of discipline and realism.
Organizations that internalize these principles position themselves not just to survive but to thrive amid
chaos. In an era where change is constant, the insights from Collins and Hansen provide a vital blueprint
for enduring excellence—proof that greatness is a function of how organizations respond to uncertainty,
chaos, and luck, rather than the absence of them. In summary, "Great by Choice" offers a compelling,
research-backed roadmap for organizations seeking to excel in turbulent times. Its emphasis on
discipline, resilience, and strategic focus equips leaders with the mindset and practices needed to turn
chaos into opportunity, ensuring sustained success in an unpredictable world.

Questions & Answers About by jim collins morten t
hansen great by choice uncertainty chaos and luck why

No Question Answer

1 What is the main message of Jim
Collins and Morten T. Hansen's
book 'Great by Choice'?

The book emphasizes that great companies succeed not just
through luck or favorable circumstances, but through
disciplined actions, a commitment to excellence, and
embracing uncertainty and chaos as opportunities for
growth.

2 How does 'Great by Choice'
address the role of luck in
business success?

The authors acknowledge luck can influence outcomes but
argue that disciplined people, thoughtful strategies, and a
willingness to adapt are what truly determine long-term
success, making luck a secondary factor.

3 What strategies do Collins and
Hansen recommend for thriving in
uncertainty and chaos?

They recommend maintaining a '20 Mile March'—consistent
performance regardless of external conditions—embracing
the 'Level 5 Ambition,' and cultivating disciplined thought
and action to navigate unpredictable environments.

4 Why do Collins and Hansen
emphasize the importance of
'Smart Stups' in unpredictable
times?

'Smart Stups' are small, manageable setbacks that allow
organizations to learn and adapt without suffering
catastrophic failures, helping them build resilience during
chaos and uncertainty.

5 How does the concept of 'luck'
differ in 'Great by Choice'
compared to traditional views?

While traditional views see luck as a primary factor, Collins
and Hansen see it as an external variable that can be
mitigated through disciplined actions, strategic choices, and
preparedness, making success more controllable.

6 What role does leadership play in
navigating chaos according to
Collins and Hansen?

Effective leaders demonstrate humility, discipline, and a
willingness to confront reality, guiding their organizations
through chaos by making deliberate decisions and
maintaining focus on core principles.



7 Can the principles in 'Great by
Choice' be applied to personal
success in uncertain times?

Yes, the principles of disciplined action, resilience, and
embracing uncertainty are applicable to personal success,
helping individuals adapt, persevere, and thrive amid chaos
and unpredictable circumstances.

Jim Collins, Morten T. Hansen, Great by Choice, uncertainty, chaos, luck, leadership, resilience, strategic
management, organizational success, decision-making
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