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What catapults a company from merely good to truly great? A five-

year research project searched for the answer to that question, and its 

discoveries ought to change the way we think about leadership.

 

If there’s one management expert who is synony-
mous with the term “high-performance organiza-
tion,” it is Jim Collins, who has spent the past 20 
years trying to understand how some companies 
are able to sustain superlative performance.

It may seem surprising that of the seven fac-
tors Collins identified as essential to take a com-
pany from good to great, he chose to focus on 
leadership in this 2001 piece. However, even a ca-
sual rereading of the article will convince you 
that he was right to do so.

Collins argues that the key ingredient that al-
lows a company to become great is having a 
Level 5 leader: an executive in whom genuine 
personal humility blends with intense profes-
sional will. To learn that such CEOs exist still 
comes as a pleasant shock. But while the idea 
may sound counterintuitive today, it was down-
right heretical when Collins first wrote about 
it—the corporate scandals in the United States 
hadn’t broken out, and almost everyone be-
lieved that CEOs should be charismatic, larger-
than-life figures. Collins was the first to blow 
that belief out of the water.

 

In 1971, a seemingly ordinary man named Dar-
win E. Smith was named chief executive of
Kimberly-Clark, a stodgy old paper company
whose stock had fallen 36% behind the general
market during the previous 20 years. Smith, the
company’s mild-mannered in-house lawyer,
wasn’t so sure the board had made the right
choice—a feeling that was reinforced when a
Kimberly-Clark director pulled him aside and
reminded him that he lacked some of the qual-
ifications for the position. But CEO he was, and
CEO he remained for 20 years.

What a 20 years it was. In that period,
Smith created a stunning transformation at
Kimberly-Clark, turning it into the leading
consumer paper products company in the
world. Under his stewardship, the company
beat its rivals Scott Paper and Procter & Gam-
ble. And in doing so, Kimberly-Clark generated
cumulative stock returns that were 4.1 times
greater than those of the general market, out-
performing venerable companies such as
Hewlett-Packard, 3M, Coca-Cola, and General
Electric.
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Jim Collins

 

 operates a management 
research laboratory in Boulder, 
Colorado. He is a coauthor with 
Jerry I. Porras of 

 

Built to Last: 
Successful Habits of Visionary Com-
panies

 

 (HarperBusiness, 2002). The 
ideas in this article appeared in his 
book 

 

Good to Great: Why Some 
Companies Make the Leap…and 
Others Don’t

 

 (HarperBusiness, 2001).  

 

Smith’s turnaround of Kimberly-Clark is
one the best examples in the twentieth century
of a leader taking a company from merely
good to truly great. And yet few people—even
ardent students of business history—have
heard of Darwin Smith. He probably would
have liked it that way. Smith is a classic exam-
ple of a Level 5 leader—an individual who
blends extreme personal humility with intense
professional will. According to our five-year re-
search study, executives who possess this para-
doxical combination of traits are catalysts for
the statistically rare event of transforming a
good company into a great one. (The research
is described in the sidebar “One Question, Five
Years, 11 Companies.”)

“Level 5” refers to the highest level in a hier-
archy of executive capabilities that we identi-
fied during our research. Leaders at the other
four levels in the hierarchy can produce high
degrees of success but not enough to elevate
companies from mediocrity to sustained excel-
lence. (For more details about this concept, see
the exhibit “The Level 5 Hierarchy.”) And while
Level 5 leadership is not the only requirement
for transforming a good company into a great
one—other factors include getting the right
people on the bus (and the wrong people off
the bus) and creating a culture of discipline—
our research shows it to be essential. Good-to-
great transformations don’t happen without
Level 5 leaders at the helm. They just don’t.

 

Not What You Would Expect

 

Our discovery of Level 5 leadership is counter-
intuitive. Indeed, it is countercultural. People
generally assume that transforming compa-
nies from good to great requires larger-than-
life leaders—big personalities like Lee Iacocca,
Al Dunlap, Jack Welch, and Stanley Gault,
who make headlines and become celebrities.

Compared with those CEOs, Darwin Smith
seems to have come from Mars. Shy, unpreten-
tious, even awkward, Smith shunned atten-
tion. When a journalist asked him to describe
his management style, Smith just stared back
at the scribe from the other side of his thick
black-rimmed glasses. He was dressed unfash-
ionably, like a farm boy wearing his first J.C.
Penney suit. Finally, after a long and uncom-
fortable silence, he said, “Eccentric.” Needless
to say, the 

 

Wall Street Journal

 

 did not publish a
splashy feature on Darwin Smith.

But if you were to consider Smith soft or

meek, you would be terribly mistaken. His lack
of pretense was coupled with a fierce, even
stoic, resolve toward life. Smith grew up on an
Indiana farm and put himself through night
school at Indiana University by working the
day shift at International Harvester. One day,
he lost a finger on the job. The story goes that
he went to class that evening and returned to
work the very next day. Eventually, this poor
but determined Indiana farm boy earned ad-
mission to Harvard Law School.

He showed the same iron will when he was
at the helm of Kimberly-Clark. Indeed, two
months after Smith became CEO, doctors diag-
nosed him with nose and throat cancer and
told him he had less than a year to live. He
duly informed the board of his illness but said
he had no plans to die anytime soon. Smith
held to his demanding work schedule while
commuting weekly from Wisconsin to Hous-
ton for radiation therapy. He lived 25 more
years, 20 of them as CEO.

Smith’s ferocious resolve was crucial to the
rebuilding of Kimberly-Clark, especially when
he made the most dramatic decision in the
company’s history: selling the mills.

To explain: Shortly after he took over,
Smith and his team had concluded that the
company’s traditional core business—coated
paper—was doomed to mediocrity. Its eco-
nomics were bad and the competition weak.
But, they reasoned, if Kimberly-Clark were
thrust into the fire of the consumer paper
products business, better economics and
world-class competition like Procter & Gam-
ble would force it to achieve greatness or
perish.

And so, like the general who burned the
boats upon landing on enemy soil, leaving his
troops to succeed or die, Smith announced
that Kimberly-Clark would sell its mills—even
the namesake mill in Kimberly, Wisconsin. All
proceeds would be thrown into the consumer
business, with investments in brands like
Huggies diapers and Kleenex tissues. The
business media called the move stupid, and
Wall Street analysts downgraded the stock.
But Smith never wavered. Twenty-five years
later, Kimberly-Clark owned Scott Paper and
beat Procter & Gamble in six of eight product
categories. In retirement, Smith reflected on
his exceptional performance, saying simply, “I
never stopped trying to become qualified for
the job.”
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One Question, Five Years, 11 Companies

 

The Level 5 discovery derives from a re-
search project that began in 1996, when 
my research teams and I set out to an-
swer one question: Can a good company 
become a great company and, if so, how? 
Most great companies grew up with su-
perb parents—people like George Merck, 
David Packard, and Walt Disney—who 
instilled greatness early on. But what 
about the vast majority of companies 
that wake up partway through life and re-
alize that they’re good but not great?

To answer that question, we looked for 
companies that had shifted from good 
performance to great performance—and 
sustained it. We identified comparison 
companies that had failed to make that 
sustained shift. We then studied the con-
trast between the two groups to discover 
common variables that distinguished 
those who made and sustained a shift 
from those who could have but didn’t.

More precisely, we searched for a spe-
cific pattern: cumulative stock returns at 
or below the general stock market for 15 
years, punctuated by a transition point, 
then cumulative returns at least three 
times the market over the next 15 years. 
(See the accompanying exhibit.) We used 
data from the University of Chicago Cen-
ter for Research in Security Prices and ad-
justed for stock splits and all dividends re-
invested. The shift had to be distinct 
from the industry; if the whole industry 
showed the same shift, we’d drop the 
company. We began with 1,435 compa-
nies that appeared on the 

 

Fortune

 

 500 
from 1965 to 1995; we found 11 good-to-
great examples. That’s not a sample; 
that’s the total number that jumped all 
our hurdles and passed into the study.

Those that made the cut averaged cu-
mulative stock returns 6.9 times the gen-
eral stock market for the 15 years after the 
point of transition. To put that in per-
spective, General Electric under Jack 
Welch outperformed the general stock 

market by 2.8:1 during his tenure from 
1986 to 2000. One dollar invested in a 
mutual fund of the good-to-great compa-
nies in 1965 grew to $470 by 2000 com-
pared with $56 in the general stock mar-
ket. These are remarkable numbers, 
made all the more so by the fact that they 
came from previously unremarkable 
companies.

For each good-to-great example, we se-
lected the best direct comparison, based 
on similarity of business, size, age, cus-
tomers, and performance leading up to 
the transition. We also constructed a set 
of six “unsustained” comparisons (com-
panies that showed a short-lived shift but 
then fell off) to address the question of 
sustainability. To be conservative, we con-
sistently picked comparison companies 
that, if anything, were in better shape 
than the good-to-great companies were 
in the years just before the transition.

With 22 research associates working in 
groups of four to six at a time from 1996 
to 2000, our study involved a wide range 
of both qualitative and quantitative anal-
yses. On the qualitative front, we col-
lected nearly 6,000 articles, conducted 87 
interviews with key executives, analyzed 
companies’ internal strategy documents, 

and culled through analysts’ reports. On 
the quantitative front, we ran financial 
metrics, examined executive compensa-
tion, compared patterns of management 
turnover, quantified company layoffs and 
restructurings, and calculated the effect 
of acquisitions and divestitures on com-
panies’ stocks. We then synthesized the 
results to identify the drivers of good-to-
great transformations. One was Level 5 
leadership. (The others are described in 
the sidebar “Not by Level 5 Alone.”)

Since only 11 companies qualified as 
good-to-great, a research finding had to 
meet a stiff standard before we would 
deem it significant. Every component in 
the final framework showed up in all 11 
good-to-great companies during the tran-
sition era, regardless of industry (from 
steel to banking), transition decade (from 
the 1950s to the 1990s), circumstances 
(from plodding along to dire crisis), or 
size (from tens of millions to tens of bil-
lions). Additionally, every component 
had to show up in less than 30% of the 
comparison companies during the rele-
vant years. Level 5 easily made it into the 
framework as one of the strongest, most 
consistent contrasts between the good-to-
great and the comparison companies.

   

Good-to-great
companies

Direct  
comparison
companies

Transition 
point

7.00

1.00 = Market baseline

Shows average ratio, each company set to 1.00 at transition date.
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Not What We Expected, Either

 

We’ll look in depth at Level 5 leadership, but
first let’s set an important context for our find-
ings. We were not looking for Level 5 or any-
thing like it. Our original question was, Can a
good company become a great one and, if so,
how? In fact, I gave the research teams explicit
instructions to downplay the role of top execu-
tives in their analyses of this question so we
wouldn’t slip into the simplistic “credit the
leader” or “blame the leader” thinking that is
so common today.

But Level 5 found us. Over the course of the
study, research teams kept saying, “We can’t ig-
nore the top executives even if we want to.
There is something consistently unusual about
them.” I would push back, arguing, “The com-
parison companies also had leaders. So what’s

different here?” Back and forth the debate
raged. Finally, as should always be the case, the
data won. The executives at companies that
went from good to great and sustained that
performance for 15 years or more were all cut
from the same cloth—one remarkably differ-
ent from that which produced the executives
at the comparison companies in our study. It
didn’t matter whether the company was in cri-
sis or steady state, consumer or industrial, of-
fering services or products. It didn’t matter
when the transition took place or how big the
company. The successful organizations all had
a Level 5 leader at the time of transition.

Furthermore, the absence of Level 5 leader-
ship showed up consistently across the com-
parison companies. The point: Level 5 is an em-
pirical finding, not an ideological one. And
that’s important to note, given how much the
Level 5 finding contradicts not only conven-
tional wisdom but much of management the-
ory to date. (For more about our findings on
good-to-great transformations, see the sidebar
“Not by Level 5 Alone.”)

 

Humility + Will = Level 5

 

Level 5 leaders are a study in duality: modest
and willful, shy and fearless. To grasp this con-
cept, consider Abraham Lincoln, who never let
his ego get in the way of his ambition to create
an enduring great nation. Author Henry
Adams called him “a quiet, peaceful, shy fig-
ure.” But those who thought Lincoln’s under-
stated manner signaled weakness in the man
found themselves terribly mistaken—to the
scale of 250,000 Confederate and 360,000
Union lives, including Lincoln’s own.

It might be a stretch to compare the 11 Level 5
CEOs in our research to Lincoln, but they did dis-
play the same kind of duality. Take Colman M.
Mockler, CEO of Gillette from 1975 to 1991.
Mockler, who faced down three takeover at-
tempts, was a reserved, gracious man with a gen-
tle, almost patrician manner. Despite epic bat-
tles with raiders—he took on Ronald Perelman
twice and the former Coniston Partners once—
he never lost his shy, courteous style. At the
height of crisis, he maintained a calm business-
as-usual demeanor, dispensing first with ongoing
business before turning to the takeover.

And yet, those who mistook Mockler’s out-
ward modesty as a sign of inner weakness were
beaten in the end. In one proxy battle, Mock-
ler and other senior executives called thou-

 

The Level 5 Hierarchy

 

The Level 5 leader sits on top of a hierarchy of capabilities and is, according to our 
research, a necessary requirement for transforming an organization from good to 
great. But what lies beneath? Four other layers, each one appropriate in its own 
right but none with the power of Level 5. Individuals do not need to proceed 
sequentially through each level of the hierarchy to reach the top, but to be a full-
fledged Level 5 requires the capabilities of all the lower levels, plus the special 
characteristics of Level 5.

 

Level 5

 

Executive

 

Builds enduring greatness through a paradoxical 
combination of personal humility plus professional will.

 

Level 4

 

Effective Leader

 

Catalyzes commitment to and vigorous pursuit of a clear and 
compelling vision; stimulates the group to high performance standards.

 

Level 3

 

Competent Manager

 

Organizes people and resources toward the effective 
and efficient pursuit of predetermined objectives.

 

Level 2

 

Contributing Team Member

 

Contributes to the achievement of group objectives; 
works effectively with others in a group setting.

 

Level 1

 

Highly Capable Individual

 

Makes productive contributions through talent, 
knowledge, skills, and good work habits.




