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Praise for The Rule of Three



“This book will help identify and close gaps toward achieving the value potential of your business. Bill Canady is a seasoned CEO and has the battle scars to prove it.”


– Alan Fortier, President, Fortier & Associates


“If Canady’s first two books were about sharpening the sword, this one is about forging the wielder—and recognizing that the most lethal weapon is actually a three-person strike team moving with synchronized purpose. The book’s genius lies in making the abstract concrete: He doesn’t just tell you that you need a Prophet to ‘evangelize the vision’; he shows you exactly what that looks like through Zero-Up analyses, Quad Charts, and PDCA feedback loops that transform conceptual strategy into operational reality. For anyone who’s ever inherited a turnaround mandate, assembled a transformation team, or wondered why brilliant strategies keep dying in the execution phase, The Rule of Three isn’t just recommended reading—it’s required scripture. Bill Canady has given us the missing manual for building teams that don’t just survive transformation—they thrive in it.”


– Todd Hagopian, COO, Player One Energy


“The Rule of Three landed with me much the same way a strong candidate does in a good interview—clear, confident, and grounded in real experience rather than theory. What stood out immediately was how straightforward the framework is. No theatrics, no over-polished abstractions. Just a practical operating model for aligning vision, execution, and accountability in a way that actually holds up under pressure. The Rule of Three is a strong contribution to modern leadership thinking. It brings clarity where there’s usually noise and gives leaders a practical language for driving results. If you’re responsible for growing or stabilizing an organization, this is absolutely worth your time.”


– Mitchell Aiello, President and CEO, Boyd Corporation


“This book captures what truly drives sustainable success: clear vision, disciplined execution, and aligned leadership. Bill Canady delivers a powerful blueprint for any CEO focused on growth, accountability, and results.”


– Adam Gibbs, CEO, OHIO Transmission Corporation


“The Rule of Three builds on Bill’s prior books to reinforce the need for focused data-driven decision-making in a world drowning in data. The practical tools and framework make it a valuable resource for anyone looking to optimize profitability and drive sustainable growth.”


– Eric Buechele, 80/20 Leader, Strategy Deployment, Organizational Change


“I’ve been through Lean, Six Sigma, and EOS—none of them address human alignment issues like The Rule of Three. It’s a revelation for how leadership actually functions. This is the best leadership book I’ve read in years.”


– Joe Ayette, MBA, Vice President, Operations Executive


“Bill Canady delivers a master class in leadership with The Rule of Three. This book is a game changer for anyone serious about building unstoppable businesses. Canady’s central insight, that every thriving organization depends on three aligned roles—the Visionary, the Prophet, and the Operator—is both elegant and actionable. By showing how these roles work together to turn strategy into results, he gives leaders a clear road map for driving profitable growth and avoiding the chaos of misalignment. If you want clarity, focus, and a proven system for scaling success, this book belongs on your desk.”


– Monique Verduzco, Chief Strategy Oﬃcer, WPS


“As a young founder, I’m constantly searching for actionable guidance, not just theory. Bill is that guide. He gives a clear system for making your business as profitable as possible. The ‘Zeroing-Up’ concept alone was a game-changer. This is a must-read for all entrepreneurs.”


– Nick Mullin, Founder and CEO, Strategic Influence
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PART I



THE POWER OF THREE . . .










Chapter 1



CHANGE LEADERSHIP


“Avoid organizational rigor mortis.”


—Joel E. Ross and Michael J. Kami, Corporate Management in Crisis: Why the Mighty Fall (1973)


Of two facts, there could be no doubt.


First fact: The Boeing B-29 Superfortress was a magnificent aircraft, the most advanced heavy bomber of World War II. It was bigger and had greater range, carried more bombs, attacked from higher altitudes, flew faster, and defended itself and its aircrews more effectively than any other bomber in the Pacific Theater of World War II, Allied or Japanese. Technologically, it was the most innovative bomber built to date, featuring a fully pressurized cabin, the most advanced instrumentation, the latest iteration of the top-secret yet already legendary Norden bombsight, and four .50-caliber two-gun turrets, which were remote controlled using an analog computer-directed fire-control system operated by just one gunner and a fire-control oﬃcer. The specs—altitude (31,850 feet), bomb capacity (as much as 44,000 pounds), speed (357 mph), and operating range (3,250 miles)—had all been drawn up for one purpose: to win the war across the vast distances of the Pacific.
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Figure 01-01


A factory-fresh B-29 bound for the 504th Bombardment Group on November 1, 1944.


Second fact: Major General Haywood Hansell, who in August 1944 became commander of the XXI Bomber Command and its B-29 fleet on the island of Saipan in the western Pacific, was a superb oﬃcer and one of the principal architects of the doctrine and tactics of high-altitude precision bombing. Considered a giant of military aviation, he was a Visionary.


All successful high-ranking leaders—leaders with command responsibility, whether in the military, government, or business—are Visionaries. We will define this term in greater detail later, but let me briefly explain my use of it here. Set aside any connotation of “visionary” as a dreamer of gauzy dreams and fantastic utopias. In the context of war, government, or business, the Visionary is the person who creates the quite literal vision of reality as it applies in all contexts relevant to the combat force, political entity, or company the Visionary leads. It is the job of the Visionary, having created the vision, to communicate it to subordinate leaders as the mission of the entity for which they serve or work. These subordinate leaders in turn create the strategy and the means of its execution so that the vision will be realized and the mission accomplished. In a combat force, the Visionary is a top commander (a senior general or admiral); in government, the emperor or empress, king or queen, prime minister, or president; in business, typically the CEO. For our purposes, however, we won’t focus on specific business titles. The top commander of the business is the Visionary.


The Visionary’s most immediate subordinate is what we will call the Prophet—or Prophets, because there may be more than one. Often (but not invariably) the chief operating oﬃcer (COO) is the organization’s Prophet, whose role is to acquire and maintain the deep understanding and expertise required to interpret, represent, and disseminate the Visionary’s vision to other executives in the organization. The Prophet has the main task of training, coaching, and mentoring other key leaders to deploy a whole-of-business strategy to guide the realization of the vision and the mission aligned with it.


These key leaders whom the Prophet enables are those we call the Operators. These folks are typically the heads of constituent companies or leaders of major business units. Taking their direction from the Visionary, they act upon the Prophet’s instruction and counsel to create a strategy specific to their business unit to execute the vision as that unit’s mission.


Now, let’s get back to General Hansell, his XXI Bomber Command, and the unit’s B-29 fleet on Saipan. For there was a third fact: The magnificent, supremely advanced B-29s were not hitting their targets in Japan. Everything about the B-29 was designed for the precision bombing of specifically chosen targets from the relative safety of very high altitudes. As the Visionary, Hansell shaped his vision into a mission to execute raids on the Japanese factories that were producing weapons of war. The logic was simple: Destroy the factories, and destroy Japan’s ability to continue waging war.
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Figure 01-02


Brig. Gen. Haywood S. Hansell was a fine US Army Air Forces commander, who nevertheless failed to understand his mission.


This vision—one Hansell shared with numerous other Allied military leaders—was of total victory without the necessity of total annihilation. Strategically and morally economical and eﬃcient, it was a vision of warfare in harmony with the values of democratic nations, especially the United States, that were opposed to mass murder committed even under the color of national interest. Certainly, it was a value General Hansell cherished and embraced, along with another value highly prized by commanders serving enlightened democratic republics: to protect to the extent possible the lives of the troops under your command. With his men flying in bombers bristling with defensive weapons at an altitude beyond the reach of most Japanese fighter aircraft and ground-based antiaircraft artillery, Hansell was confident that they were protected. His vision, and thus his conception of his mission, was driven by two intimately related values: Avoid mass murder of enemy noncombatants while preserving the lives of those he commanded.


Hansell’s first assignment was to wipe out Japan’s aviation industry. It started on November 24, 1944, with a raid on the Nakajima Aircraft Company (which today makes Subaru cars). The B-29s performed as they were designed to, coming in over Tokyo at an altitude safe from enemy fighters and artillery. The result? Intensive bombing by 40 B-29s damaged just 1% of the Nakajima plant. Hansell quickly launched a second raid with twice as many B-29s, which again bombed from almost 32,000 feet. And mostly missed. At this altitude, they were bombing into what meteorologists would later dub the jet stream, a broad river of air that tears through the upper atmosphere like rapids in a river.


Because nothing could be done about the jet stream, Army Air Forces commanders urged Hansell to abandon precision bombing and use a new munition, napalm— murderous jellied gasoline—to carpet-bomb Tokyo. Mostly built of combustible wood and paper, the city was the perfect target for an incendiary raid. Resorting to what he considered mass murder—indiscriminate terrorism against a civilian population—would violate one of the chief values that had guided Hansell’s vision and conception of his mission.


Was Hansell wrong about carpet bombing with napalm? No. It is truly a weapon of mass destruction, especially when deployed in massive amounts to wipe out an entire city, combatants and noncombatants: men, women, kids, granddads, grannies—everyone. But Hansell’s assigned mission was to end a war that had already killed millions, combatants and noncombatants alike, across a large portion of the world. Total US combat casualties in the war against Japan were 111,606 killed and 253,142 wounded, about half of these in the closing months. At that point, Japan’s military position was hopeless, as all Japan well knew, but its army and navy continued nevertheless to fight. America and its allies now believed that only the threat of total annihilation would halt the loss of life, theirs as well as Japanese. No one would have claimed that carpet bombing Japan was a good thing to do, but virtually all Allied military oﬃcers and government officials believed it was now the only thing to do.


Even Hansell recognized that he was losing at least one B-29 (and its crew of eleven) on every essentially futile high-altitude bombing mission he launched. Morale wasted away, and his oﬃcers were turning against him. At last, General Lauris Norstad, deputy to General Henry “Hap” Arnold, the Army Air Forces chief, directly ordered Hansell to launch a major napalm attack on the city of Nagoya. Hansell responded half-heartedly with a small-scale “trial” raid, which burned three acres of the city. Norstad discounted this as a mere pinprick and, flying from Washington to Guam, met there with Hansell on January 6, 1945, and bluntly informed him that he was being replaced by Major General Curtis Emerson LeMay.


Why was Hansell fired? Because this Visionary’s vision conflicted with the vision of Visionaries at higher levels, Arnold and his deputy Norstad. In war, if your mission does not perfectly align with high command’s vision, you will likely suffer Hansell’s fate. In government, if your mission drifts from what the electorate put you in oﬃce to accomplish, you will likely not gain reelection. In business, if your mission and vision are misaligned, you, the business, or both will suffer.


Hansell’s vision created a mission driven by two humanitarian values: minimizing civilian casualties and aircrew losses. Arnold and Norstad’s vision created a mission to win the war against Japan by any means necessary. During the Civil War, Confederate cavalry commander Nathan Bedford Forrest concisely defined his vision of war and the mission required to execute it. “War,” he said, “means fighting, and fighting means killing.” The words of this Confederate general could well have been uttered by Hansell’s replacement.


Curtis LeMay had a richly deserved reputation as a taskmaster, relentlessly drilling his pilots and crews to make their missions more effective and boost the grim odds of their survival. The tactics he instilled in them were based on his close observations and the analysis of data gathered from rigorous damage assessments and meticulous crew debriefings after each mission.
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Figure 01-03


Gen. Curtis LeMay, the Visionary who redefined the mission of the B-29 in winning the Pacific War, seen here in the late 1950s, shortly after the award of his fourth star.


In 1929, LeMay had joined what was then called the United States Army Air Corps while he was studying civil engineering at The Ohio State University—importantly, he was an engineer first and an aviator second. He understood the study of stresses on structures, on dynamic systems of cause and effect, and on what measurements and their analysis could reveal about the behavior of physical objects in a physical world.


Despite facing tremendous pressure to succeed immediately where Hansell had failed, LeMay approached his mission as an engineer would. He decided to attack the same Nakajima aircraft plant that had hastened the end of Hansell’s command. Albert Einstein is credited with having said, “Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results.” But LeMay knew he had to prove whether the failure against Nakajima was Hansell’s or something else. So, in January and February 1945, he sent more than a hundred B-29s to bomb the plant. It survived very much intact.


Now LeMay had the data he needed. The problem wasn’t Hansell. LeMay had adjusted the mission as much as he could by adding more aircraft. Something more radical had to be tried.


He understood that he faced two tyrants. One was the weather. This region was often cloudy. The fabled Norden bombsight was useless if the bombardier could not see through the cloud cover. Besides the clouds, the jet stream was blowing the bombs off target, especially when released from high altitude.


The other problem was the magnificent B-29s themselves. They had been built for unprecedentedly high-altitude daytime bombing. Billions of dollars had been devoted to attaining this literally lofty goal. But to free himself and his crews from the tyranny of the weather, LeMay had to confront the second tyranny of the B-29’s design. He therefore decided that they had to bomb from a much lower altitude, between 5,000 and 9,000 feet—and below both the jet stream and the clouds. He realized that he could not let the plane’s design—crafted to protect crews by enabling them to attack from 30,000 feet—force him to order futile missions. Still, sending crews in low during daylight would be suicidal. At 5,000 feet, the fully visible giant B-29s would be vulnerable both to defending fighter planes and the dense rings of ground-based antiaircraft guns encircling every Japanese city.


So, LeMay had to craft a new vision. The bombers would approach low, but at night, under cover of darkness. This immediately ruled out precision-bombing any particular target as Hansell had. Instead, LeMay attacked the cities of Japan themselves, beginning with Tokyo in March 1945. The munition of choice? Napalm—as much as each bomber in each mission could carry. LeMay had every pound of unnecessary weight removed from the bombers. He took out all the guns—the ones intended to make the Superfortress genuinely super, immune to fighter attack—leaving only the tail cannon. Stripping the armament also saved on the weight of the gunner and fire control oﬃcer, along with their heavy belts of .50-caliber ammo. LeMay further ordered that the bottom surfaces of each B-29 be painted flat black, to blend in with the night sky—he had no wish to send his men on a suicide mission. Nevertheless, when the flight crews were briefed on their new duties, many accepted that they were now dead men and wrote farewell letters to wives and families.


Hansell had operated from a vision driven by a value that prized crew safety and minimized noncombatant deaths above all else. LeMay, in contrast, operated from only one value: achieving total victory. The realities of the situation in which his vision and mission were to be achieved required him to discard the technological “advantages” of the B-29— high operational ceiling and multiple defensive guns—to thwart the weather’s effect on the operation. Even more radically, he rejected Hansell’s humanitarian value of avoiding mass murder through precision bombing. Freed from that vision, LeMay decided to carpet-bomb entire Japanese cities with napalm, a munition especially suited to cities built extensively from inflammable materials as Tokyo was. The firebombing of Tokyo on March 9–10, 1945, annihilated nearly 16 square miles of the city and rivaled the civilian casualties of the atomic bombs over Hiroshima and Nagasaki that coming August.


LeMay understood that the mission was not to protect the warriors but to ensure that their efforts would be productive. This mission would be achieved by inflicting sufficient destruction on the enemy to end World War II, even if the definition of enemy included noncombatants. As LeMay himself explained following the war, we “had to have results, and I had to produce them. If I didn’t produce them, or made a wrong guess, get another commander in there. That’s what happened to Hansell. He got no results. You had to have them.”


Data, analysis, action, results. This was all that mattered to Curtis LeMay in evaluating both Hansell’s dismal results and then the results of his own radically different vision of the mission. The results would produce more data to be analyzed so that the next action could be modified to produce even better results. In LeMay’s mind, you had to accept risk and cost—not surrender to avoidable tyrannies. You couldn’t stop the jet stream and you couldn’t disperse the clouds, but you could evade their tyranny by using your weapon in a way it was never meant to be used.


Earlier in the war, when LeMay was commanding bombing forces in Europe, he had ordered another radical departure from the tyranny of accepted practice. Bombing doctrine dictated that the planes take continuous evasive action as they approached their targets. This made it harder for ground-based antiaircraft fire to hit them, but it also reduced their bombing accuracy while greatly increasing flying time over enemy territory. LeMay knew that going straight in would improve accuracy, and he also reasoned that the reduced exposure to enemy fire would actually make crews safer, even though flying straight in made them sitting ducks.


Deciding to put his own skin in the game by sharing his flight crews’ risk, LeMay led the first straight-in mission over Germany himself. He did not accompany the missions he directed against Japan. Had he lost his nerve? Probably not. In Europe, he was just one of several important commanders and understood that he was readily replaceable. In the Pacific Theater, attacking the capital of the enemy, he understood that he and he alone was it. LeMay knew that he could be relieved of command, but he did not feel that he could be replaced. No one else would have interpreted the data as he had. No one else would have sent the precious B-29s and their even more precious crews into combat in ways so contrary to all the accepted assumptions. No one else, therefore, could have performed the mission as he ordered it to be performed.


VISIONARY, PROPHET, OPERATOR


In leading the air war against Japan at the end of World War II, Curtis LeMay was a Visionary. But the men he led never called him that. Their nickname for him was considerably less romantic: “Iron Ass.” Some historians think the label was actually an expression of pride and, in some ways, gratitude. He drove his command very hard. He ordered them to do things some thought suicidal. Had it all gone wrong, LeMay’s tactics would in fact have been suicide. But data, analysis, action, results gave Iron Ass a strikingly clear vision of the mission at hand and an emphatically counterintuitive, unconventional, but totally data-driven vision of how that mission must be accomplished.


LeMay had good reason not to risk personally leading the low-altitude Japanese missions, as he had earlier led the straight-in missions over Germany. He certainly never called himself “visionary” or “indispensable.” But he was both: an indispensable visionary who accomplished the mission his predecessor had failed to accomplish. He also must have known that no other leader who might be sent to replace him would see the mission as he saw it, much less order its execution.


LeMay’s decision not to fly with his men this time tells us something else. A visionary leader is indispensable, necessary to success. But a visionary leader is not suﬃcient. LeMay had confidence in his subordinate leaders, if for no other reason than that he had coached them relentlessly enough to deserve being called Iron Ass. Like any large military organization, the XXI Bomber Command had numerous cascading subordinate commands. The unit was composed of wings, which were composed of groups, which were, in turn, composed of squadrons. The wing and group commanders had the unenviable job of inculcating in the squadron commanders the operational aspects of LeMay’s vision. If LeMay was the Visionary, his wing and group leaders were his evangelical Prophets.


Ultimately, it was the squadron commanders who implemented the vision the wing and group leaders conveyed to them. The squadron commanders might be called the Operators. They piloted the lead planes in their squadrons, and it was up to them to coordinate the attack on the mission’s target in real time.


LeMay knew that no military commander can, by simple fiat, impose his vision on the oﬃcers and enlisted personnel of his command. The Visionary’s vision had to be realized, made real, through leadership at two principal lower levels, Prophets and Operators. Without the informed and inspired alignment of all three leader categories—Visionary, Prophet, and Operator—the bold and dangerous mission LeMay had envisioned for defeating Japan would surely have failed, as it had failed under his predecessor.




BELOW TOP BILLING


Visionaries always get top billing, but they would never even make it onto the marquee without the Prophets and Operators. A Visionary whose vision is not enacted is like a composer whose music is never performed.


In Judeo-Christian theology, God is the Visionary but Moses is the Prophet—a role Jesus assumes in the New Testament. In Islam, “Allah is God, and Mohammad is his Prophet.” God the Visionary may create the universe but does not create the religion through which God is worshipped. Founding religions is the role of the Prophets. Running religions day to day in alignment with the word of the Prophets is the role of rabbis, priests, and imams—the Operators of religious belief.


This example uses religion as its model, but the same dynamic operates in most successful organizations. For the Visionary LeMay, commanding the XXI Bomber Command in the Pacific Theater, his Prophets were the commanders of groups within the XXI, and his Operators were the commanders of the squadrons within the groups. In America’s War of Independence, George Washington was the Visionary architect of the Continental Army and its strategy. His vision was often flawed in its details, but it ultimately kept the army together and defeated the British forces. His Prophet was young Alexander Hamilton—often described as Washington’s right-hand man—who faithfully disseminated Washington’s vision and provided a feedback loop to the general. As president, Washington was without question the Visionary who created a durable model of the nation’s chief executive, and he appointed Hamilton as his first secretary of the Treasury. In this role, Hamilton was the Prophet who, aligned with Washington’s vision, created a financial structure that would enable the execution of all that a government does. In Washington’s cabinet, Hamilton also played the role of Operator, along with the other original cabinet-level appointees: Attorney General Edmund Randolph, Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson, and Secretary of War Henry Knox. These Operators led their departments on a day-to-day basis.


Remember that the titles Visionary, Prophet, and Operator apply to roles rather than people. Depending on context and situation, a Visionary may play the role of Prophet or even Operator. LeMay was the Visionary of the XXI Bomber Command, but in the context of the entire Army Air Force, he was the Prophet in service to General Hap Arnold. During the Cold War, LeMay might be considered the Visionary behind the Berlin Airlift. Recognizing that his expertise was in bomber strategy, he soon turned over the top leadership of that epoch-making operation to a logistics expert, Lieutenant General William H. Tunner, and became head of the Strategic Air Command, which, in true Visionary fashion, he recreated as the nation’s principal nuclear strike force.





Data, analysis, action, and results drive the vision of the Visionary, who conveys the vision to the Prophets, who instruct and inspire the Operators, those leaders immediately responsible for executing the vision to produce the intended results.


THE UNDENIABLE POWER OF THREE


Curtis LeMay was a change leader. The change he led was from failure to success. The very first thing change leaders do is recognize the need for change. LeMay readily saw that his predecessor, General Hansell, “got no results.” We “had to have results,” LeMay reasoned, “and I had to produce them.” From this reasoning, he set out to do what all successful change leaders do: create a vision for the future and inspire others to take action to make tomorrow different from today by producing the necessary results.


From studying the data, LeMay realized he had to use the B-29 radically differently from its designed purpose, discarding precision high-altitude daytime explosive bombing for nighttime incendiary carpet bombing from dangerously low altitudes. He presented this radical vision to his subordinate oﬃcers, the wing and group commanders—his Prophets. They, in turn, directed, mentored, and coached the Operators, the commander-pilots who led the attacking squadrons.


Given the B-29’s intended purpose, Curtis LeMay’s vision was innovative, bold, and risky—the product of extreme change leadership. But while this Visionary’s vision was new, the processes through which he conceived and executed it were extremely well established.


First, he built his vision on data, analysis, action, and results. Adherence to these liberates a leader from such false tyrannies as surrendering to the weather and clinging to high-altitude bombing just because the B-29 was designed for it. Thus liberated, LeMay focused on the only goal that mattered: accomplishing the mission by getting the needed results. As for executing his vision, he fully exploited the holy trinity of leadership, playing the role of Visionary and then disseminating that vision to the organization through Prophets and Operators.


If you have the sense that good things come in threes, you are not alone. There is an old saying—and we know it is really old because it was expressed in Latin—that goes “Omne trium perfectum,” which translates as “Everything that comes in threes is perfect.” The New Testament departed from the Old by introducing not a single God but a Holy Trinity. Wiccans, practitioners of a pagan, earth-centered faith, believe that the energy a person projects into the world returns to them threefold.


A diverse array of professions observe a diverse array of practices they all call a “Rule of 3.” C++ software programmers observe a Rule of 3 concerning class method definitions. Pilots calculate their rate of descent using a Rule of 3 equation in which the factors are Descent, Altitude, and Travel Distance. Hematologists have a Rule of 3 that ensures the accuracy of blood counts. Biochemists apply a Rule of 3 to determine the presence of lead and lead-like compounds in tissue. Survivalists have a Rule of 3 to prioritize survival steps to take.


Perhaps the most familiar manifestations of the Rule of 3 is the profusion of plots and storylines that center on three. It’s not “The Four Little Pigs,” “Goldilocks and the Two Bears,” The Six Musketeers, or “A Dozen Coins in the Fountain,” right? Sloganeers love to formulate their sayings in threes. We’ve got “Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” “Stop, look, and listen,” “Stop, drop, and roll,” “Turn on, tune in, drop out,” “Snap, Crackle, and Pop,” and “Government of the people, by the people, for the people.” When you need encouragement more specific than “If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again,” you recite, “Third time’s the charm.”


Movies? Try Three Days of the Condor; One, Two, Three; The Three Amigos; A Letter to Three Wives; The Three Faces of Eve; and Three Men and a Baby.


The Founding Fathers had abundant faith in the Rule of 3. The US dollar bill depicts both sides of the Great Seal of the United States, the obverse dominated by an American bald eagle and the reverse dominated by a pyramid, the solid embodiment of a triangle. More significantly, the entire structure of the American democratic system of government is founded on the Rule of 3, with power divided among the legislative, executive, and judicial branches, which work together and yet oppose each other in what we call “the system of checks and balances.”


With the evidence so abundant for the Rule of 3’s compelling power, any business that needs or wants to profitably grow not only needs a top leader with a vision but, just as important, must be willing to commit to that vision across the entire organization. This means applying the Rule of 3 and ensuring that the organization has a Visionary along with one or more Prophets and a suﬃcient cadre of Operators, all of whom are necessary for fully aligning the entire organization to successfully execute on the CEO’s vision.


THREE TO TANGO


Visionary, Prophet(s), Operators. It takes three roles—and the people to play them—to successfully run any company. I say “any” company because there are millions of companies offering a wide variety of things or services. Each firm is a unique beast that requires special care and feeding. This said, there are only three essential types of companies:




	
The Values company. The Values company is often a private company, and its values are those of the owner. Typically, a values-driven company is a historically successful enterprise that has allowed a higher calling, a sense of a new values-centered mission, to distract its leadership from whatever had made it successful in the first place.

To be sure, not all values-driven companies fail. Far from it. Subaru, for example, sponsors programs that devote a portion of sales revenue to financing environmental programs, a practice featured in its advertising. Subaru also happens to make fairly priced automobiles known for their safety and reliability. Concern for the environment is an extension of a brand that burnishes its image of social responsibility. The value contributes positively to the appeal of product and enhances profitability. An even more iconic brand, the Hershey Company, began as a private company in 1894 but has been a public corporation since 1927. Its founder and longtime owner, Milton S. Hershey, allocated a huge amount of value to funding orphanages, an industrial school in Hershey, Pennsylvania, and other charitable ventures. The M. S. Hershey Foundation, established in 1935, continues to advance Hershey philanthropy and is partly financed by shares in the corporation. It is, however, wholly independent, and thus its values do not drive corporate financial decisions. Hershey ranks fourth worldwide among confectionary companies. This is unquestionably a success, but it is also true that the number one worldwide confectioner, Mars Incorporated, which remains family owned, has never been a values-driven enterprise.


We could compare General Hansell to the Visionary/CEO of a Values company because his vision for his mission prized humanitarian values: crew safety and avoiding excess noncombatant deaths above all else. In contrast, General LeMay is analogous to the Visionary/CEO of a Mission company.




	
The Mission company. These companies are driven by a very specifically defined goal. The clearest example is a company owned by private equity (PE), the assigned mission of which is typically to get a MOIC (multiple on invested capital) of three. Because it has a clearly defined mission, expressed in the language of business (which is money), this type of company is the easiest to run, high as the pressure to perform may be. In the Pacific Theater, LeMay shaped his vision to create a mission, whose success or failure was clearly measurable by the metric of total annihilation of the enemy. His predecessor’s mission, based on his humanitarian values, produced measurable failure. LeMay changed the vision, the mission, and the means of execution by radically reconfiguring the B-29, the tactics by which it was flown, the weapons it deployed, and the objectives it targeted, to clearly measurable improvement.


	
The Values & Mission company is a public company that starts the quarter as a values-driven business (the values being those of the stakeholders) and morphs into a mission-driven company by each quarter end. That is, values dominate in months one and two but are elbowed out of the way in month three by the mission, which is a dollar target pegged to the close of the quarter. Miss this, and heads will likely roll. Values & Mission companies are the hardest to run because of the built-in quarterly change in priorities. Some public companies, like the Starbucks Corporation, are forced to combine the two. Founder Howard Schultz had a values-based vision of a company that could bring the individualistic intimacy of the standalone coffeehouse to national chain scale. This worked well for a remarkably long time—until it didn’t. We will discuss this further in chapter 6, but when vision and mission are misaligned, companies falter and— you guessed it—heads roll.
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