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“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it 

was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of 
incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness,  

it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair . . .” 
         —Charles Dickens 

The opening lines from A Tale of Two Cities echo through our halls. How do 
we live and lead in these turbulent and seemingly dichotomous times? This 
issue of Leadership Tips and Tools is devoted to: 

Thriving in Trying Times 
 

Heightened Awareness! The Academy for Advanced Leadership has 
been discussing our challenges. Jerry Faulkner, Cleveland State Community 
College, reports that there has never been a time of more heightened 
awareness of the value of education - especially community college 
education - to society. “President Obama’s American Graduation Initiative, 
Jill Biden speaking to the UN about the value of the community college are 
just two examples.  Yet, we face declining government support in times of 
increasing demand for services and increasing calls for accountability and 
productivity. It is an exciting time to be part of a community college, and I 
have confidence that we can rise to the occasion,” writes Jerry. 

Creating Our Future! Randy Schulte, Tennessee Board of Regents, adds: 
“In a world of constant change, the ability of higher education - and 
notably the community college - to provide leadership that is flexible, 
creative, adaptive and anticipatory, will be a key measure of success. It is 
a privilege to be part of a robust concoction of leaders who understand 
that, as Peter Drucker said, ‘The best way to predict the future is to create 
it.’” 

An Evolution!  A Canadian perspective is offered by Carmen Toth, 
Lethbridge College. “The same thing applies to Canadian Universities. We 
are faced with 0% increases from government funding . . . also dealing 
with declining high school graduates. . . . we have to adjust our focus to 
pull in mature learners. . . .By looking at the realities of demographics we 
should all be aware that the tide is changing - what is now will not be in 
the future - but isn't that the great part? New horizons to conquer and 
challenge. Very exciting time to be involved with the evolution.”  
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The Age of Wisdom! These leaders give voice to our challenges and mirror our 
dedication. They offer evidence of faith in our hopeful enterprise. As leaders in post-
secondary education we know it can be “the best of times . . . and the age of wisdom!  

 

“It is not revolutions and upheavals that clear the road to better days,  

but revelations, lavishness and torments of someone’s soul, inspired and ablaze.”   

           --Boris Pasternak 

He Has Done It Again! Jim Collins, has lead us on a journey from Good to Great. He 
has helped us understand what we must do if we are to be Built to Last. Now he has 
published another must study book, How the Mighty Fall. His research may not provide 
all the details of the worst of times, foolishness, incredulity, darkness, and despair, but it 
does help those of us concerned about organizational success and greatness understand 
what can happen if we are not disciplined. Without diligent study, debate, and action we 
might give way to decline and irrelevance. Places where we can not go! Not just because of 
ourselves and our organizations, but for those we serve. We must be vigilant! We must 
study! We must understand How the Might Fall?  

The Daily News! The details of companies, even some of the former Built to Last and 
Good to Great companies, are chronicled in this work. We have witnessed their fall and 
felt the negative effects of their lack of discipline. They ARE the daily news. Jim helps us 
understand their decline: stages, markers, profound metaphors to make memorable the 
message. All here to guide our journey of diligent watchfulness and disciplined action so 
that we do not suffer the same fate. Throughout the book Jim reminds us that decline is 
not inevitable. He offers well-found hope.  

 
“Whether you prevail of fail, endure or die, depends more on what you do to yourself than on 

what the world does to you.”   

           --Jim Collins 

Always the Teacher! “The aim of this piece is to offer a research grounded perspective 
on how decline can happen, even to those that appear invincible, so that leaders might 
have a better chance of avoiding their tragic fate,” writes Jim in the opening pages. The 
title is descriptive of the research. Five Stages of Decline are detailed. Hope is given in 
that forward-thinking leaders can continue to be disciplined in their intentional journey 
to greatness while substantially increasing the odds of reversing decline before it is too 
late and even staving off decline and irrelevance.  

Stage One: Hubris Born of Success! Hubris! “Excessive pride that brings down a 
hero, or outrageous arrogance that inflicts suffering upon the innocent.”  Unhealthy 
Rhetoric! Loss of focus, excessive pride, overestimating merit and capabilities are signs of 
the first stage of decline. We must be proud of our enterprise, yet, our pride must not 
become “hubris.” Celebrate! Honor achievements! Recognize the great work we do for our 
students and communities. Then, get back to disciplined work to maintain that success!  
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“What” and “Why”! Entitlement, arrogance, and neglect of the Good to Great 
Hedgehog Concept and Flywheel are markers of decline. A marker specific to our current 
work in post-secondary leadership?  When “what” replaces “why”. Our colleges and 
universities have chased trends, endured “flavor of the month” programming and found 
ourselves scrambling after “what” we should do next for student engagement, retention, 
employee success, etc. Can we be vigilant in our discussions and decision-making to focus 
on the “why” not the “what”?  

Stage Two: Undisciplined Pursuit of More! Stage 2 decline is marked by leadership 
that strays from disciplined and careful decision-making to spontaneous and 
undisciplined leaps into new areas. Are we “sticking to the knitting?” asks Jim. Or, are we 
taking unmeasured risks that put our institutions in potential peril. He specifically notes 
that “compromising one’s core mandate in pursuit of growth and expansion for its own 
sake is foolish and undisciplined.” Again, a note of caution in our dichotomous times in 
post-secondary leadership. While we have many to serve, we can’t throw caution to the 
wind, grow too quickly, or expand beyond our ability to deliver excellence with the right 
people in key seats in our colleges and universities if we are to avoid Stage 2 decline.  

Stage Three: Denial of Risk and Peril! In Stage 3, leaders may see negative data, but 
quickly discount it. They may amplify positive data and put a positive spin on ambiguous 
data. Do we see the risk and peril before us? Or, are we so busy, especially in today’s post-
secondary leadership, that we don’t see risk and peril facing us. Given that pace of change, 
challenge, and crisis in our organizations are we devoid of necessary reflection, thinking, 
dialogue, and discussion time to assess the risks and perils before us?  

Reorganizing! A marker of Stage 3 decline is Obsessive Reorganizations. Jim’s words 
here are powerful: 

“Reorganizations and restructurings can create a false sense that you’re actually doing 
something productive. Companies are in the process of reorganizing themselves all the 
time; that’s the nature of institutional evolution. But when you begin to respond to data 
and warning signs with reorganization as a primary strategy, you may well be in 
denial. It’s a bit like responding to a severe heart condition or a cancer diagnosis by 
rearranging your living room.”    

Stage Four: Grasping for Salvation! Stage 4 decline is marked by trying all sorts of 
“new programs, new fads, new strategies, new visions, new cultures, new values, new 
breakthroughs, new acquisitions, and new saviors.” Are we searching for “silver bullets.”  
Programs of external “salvation” have been offered to us. What are the risks of grasping 
for one-time offers?  If we have been true and sure to our mission, visions and values, we 
will not be needing salvation. Jim again, “Instead of lurching about in fearful, frantic 
reaction, leaders in Stage 4 companies need to remain calm and clear-headed, and take 
a highly focused approach.”    

Stage Five: Capitulation to Irrelevance or Death! By the time an organization has 
fallen to Stage 5 the accumulated setbacks and expensive false-starts have eroded 
financial resources and the collective spirit of staff. The definition of this stage is in its 
name. Lives, futures, and communities will be lost if we as post-secondary leaders allow 
our colleges and universities to fall to Stage 5. We must NOT! “The point of the struggle is 
not just to survive but to build an enterprise that makes . . . a distinctive impact on the 
world it touches.”  

L E A D E R S H I P  T I P S  &  T O O L S  



P A G E  4  O C T O B E R  2 0 0 9  

L E A D E R S H I P  T I P S  &  T O O L S  

Missionary Zeal! Metaphors are one of Jim’s writing talents! Words and phrases: On 
the Bus, Window and the Mirror, Hedgehog or Fox, Flywheel, Clock Building not Time 
Telling. All stick in our consciousness for lasting effect. New in this book, and powerful 
for us in post-secondary education: Missionary Zeal. “Beware the hubris that can arise in 
conjunction with missionary zeal,” writes Jim. “We’re the good guys” can make an 
organization more vulnerable in Stages 1, 2 and 3. Confusing the nobility of our cause 
with the discipline and wisdom of our actions can lead us astray. We may have 
“missionary zeal” for our cause as leaders in post-secondary education. We must be 
disciplined, too!! We can never succumb to a statement like, “We are good people in 
pursuit of a noble cause, and therefore our decisions are good and wise.”  

Greatness! We must lead as passionate people in pursuit of a noble cause. Our decisions 
must be made as disciplined people. We must engage in disciplined thought mindful of 
the brutal facts of our current reality. We must be true to our Hedgehog Concept - the 
core of our mission, vision, and values. We argue and debate on our councils, raise our 
red flags, and engage in after event reviews. We push steadily and persistently on the 
Flywheel not just for today, but for the future of all those we serve through post-
secondary education.”  

 

“You can’t manufacture passion or ‘motivate’ people to feel passionate.  
You can only discover what ignites your passion and the passions of those around you.” 

         --Jim Collins 

Taking the Lead! Many post-secondary teams, departments, schools, and colleges read, 
study, and implement the Good to Great research findings. Jim’s work, including his visit 
with us at our International Conference, Denver, 2008, has had a profound impact on the 
way we see our work and strive for excellence. Here are three specific examples of 
intentional disciplined journeys by post-secondary organizations into greatness.  

Diagnosing and Designing! Tompkins Cortland Community College (TC3), Dryden, 
New York, is in the process of a multi-year intentional journey into greatness. Carl 
Haynes, President, has long studied the Good to Great literature. Carl and his team 
embarked on their intentional journey by studying the findings with the Executive 
Leadership team, Board of Trustees, Campus Leadership team, and with engagement 
opportunities for all constituencies across the TC3 community.  The TC3 leadership teams 
completed and analyzed their teams and college using the Collins Diagnostic Tool. (The 
tool is available on Jim’s web site at www.jimcollins.com).  

Data Driven! Using the data collected from the Diagnostic Tool, Carl and his team 
identified areas of strengths within the TC3 community. They also identified areas of 
concern and designed actionable goals for addressing those concerns. Personalizing the 
Good to Great findings TC3 added a strengths based lens in alignment with their mission, 
vision, values and branding. They renamed Collins’ “autopsy without blame” as an “after 
event review.” They added “reviews” to all major decision-making along with Red Flag 
Mechanisms, Window and the Mirror, and careful review for “the right people in the right 
seats.” TC3’s intentional journey to greatness has been extraordinary.  
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Engaging the Academic Team! The Academic Division of Southern Alberta Institute 
of Technology (SAIT) lead by Gordon Nixon, Academic Vice President, is living the Good 
to Great research. Gord’s dedication to excellence and his study of the Good to Great 
findings led him to design a multi-year intentional journey for all members of the SAIT 
academic team. Gord began the journey by gathering his Executive Team together to 
study the findings, take the Diagnostic Tool and analyze the findings through the lens of 
the Academic Strategic Plan.  

Planning for Greatness! The Academic Executive Leadership team at SAIT invited 
their 125+ academic chairs, directors, and other academic leaders to work together over 
several days to study the findings, complete the Diagnostic Tool, analyze findings, address 
concerns with actionable steps forward, and integrate Good to Great within the Academic 
Strategic Plan. SAIT explicitly integrated their academic strategic planning with 
principles of greatness to create the foundations for on-going conversations on discipline 
and greatness. Outstanding!  

Working on Teams! The Organizational Learning team of Nova Scotia Community 
College (NSCC) lead by Claudine Lowry, Dean, has been investing in a disciplined look at 
their strategic planning through the lens of the Good to Great research. Focusing on how 
individual teams within post-secondary organizations can use the Good to Great findings 
in pursuit of excellence is the goal of our third example of an intentional journey for 
greatness. The Organizational Learning (OL) team of NSCC has long been an exemplar of 
excellence. They are not leaving that fine work to chance. As they began the visioning, re-
visioning, and reaffirming of their team’s strategic plan they choose an intentional 
journey.  

A High Performance Council! This small team of leaders is passionate; facing the 
facts; fanatically driven to deliver on their mission, vision, and values; creating 
momentum with systematic and constant “pushes” on the Flywheel. OL makes a unique 
contribution to our conversation here. They are creating a Good to Great Council. “The 
Council consists of a group of the right people who participate in dialogue and debate 
guided by the three circles [Hedgehog Concept], iteratively and over time, about vital 
issues and decisions facing the organization.”  The Council will be one way OL gains 
insights into disciplined action in pursuit of continued excellence.  

Greatness! Many colleges and universities including TC3, SAIT, NSCC are making a 
difference through their disciplined and intentional journey to greatness. We would love 
to hear about your journey for our next issues of Leadership Tips and Tools.  

Hope in the End! When we keep our heads and hearts focused on the principles of 
greatness, our actions disciplined, and our leadership intentional, passionate, and humble 
we can avoid living the lessons of How the Mighty Fall. It can be the best of times . . . age 
of wisdom .  .  . epoch of belief . . . season of light . . . and the spring of hope.  Thrive in 
these trying times!                                                                                                                                                           

We want to hear from you! We would love to hear your suggestions, experiences, stories, discoveries, and successes with putting these tips and tools 
to work. What topics would be most helpful to you for up-coming issues of Leadership Tips and Tools? We value your feedback. We are listening! 

E-mail: idahlynnkarre@aol.com or The Chair Academy at chair.academy@chairacademy.com. 
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