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ix

Introduction

I f you run a team or an organization of any size, you face a seemingly 
intractable dilemma each day: Should you focus on making the num-

bers, often at the expense of the company’s future health, or should you 
prioritize longer- term strategies, your quarterly or annual performance 
be damned?

Most corporate managers and executives choose the first option, 
running businesses quarter- to- quarter to the detriment of long- term 
performance. Leaders might value broader objectives like sustainability, 
competitiveness, and growth, and wax eloquent about their commit-
ment to these long- term goals, but when called upon to allocate scarce 
resources, they focus on the current year’s plan and do what it takes to 
meet their numbers. In their view, they have no choice: their job depends 
on pleasing bosses and shareholders today, not tomorrow.

The notion that there is no way to pursue long-  and short- term goals 
at the same time, and therefore leaders have no choice but to embrace 
short- termism, is one of the most pernicious beliefs circulating in busi-
ness today. A McKinsey study found that firms that followed long- term 
strategies amassed $7 billion more in market capitalization between 2001 
and 2014, and generated 47 percent more revenue growth and 36 percent 
more earnings growth, on average, than companies that took a shorter- 
term approach.1 Nevertheless, as one 2014 study found, two- thirds of 
executives and directors reported that “pressure for short- term results 
had increased over the previous five years.”2 Short- termism has become 
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so rampant that influential leaders are speaking out against it, with some 
advocating that we relax the reporting requirements on public firms so that 
leaders don’t feel such intense and constant pressure to make their numbers.

We can’t regulate our way to long- termism— the problem is too complex 
and deeply entrenched. Instead, we need a comprehensive mind- set shift on 
the part of leaders and managers at every level. Somehow, we’ve convinced 
ourselves that we can only invest in the future if we let short- term perfor-
mance tank. But that’s not true. Strong short-  and long- term performance 
only seem mutually exclusive. As a leader, you can and must pursue both at 
the same time. Unless you do, you and your team or organization will never 
reach your full potential.

M Y  B AT T L E  W I T H  S H O R T- T E R M I S M

Early in my career, when I worked in various finance and general manage-
ment positions at General Electric, my colleagues and I were hell- bent on 
hitting our numbers in the current quarter and year. We’d think about next 
year, but only when we had to. This obsessive focus on today at the expense 
of tomorrow didn’t make a lot of sense to me. Our business would perform 
well for most of a given year, and we’d hire a thousand people to help us 
grow. Then in October and November, we’d create our plans for the com-
ing year, only to realize we’d never make our numbers unless we laid off a 
thousand people. So we’d do that, disrupting our business and the lives of 
all those people. Why, I wondered, hadn’t we thought ahead and only hired, 
say, two hundred people instead of a thousand? And yet, like most leaders, 
we didn’t think we had a choice. We were working hard and doing the best 
we could, and we didn’t see another way.

My opportunity to change as a leader began in February 2002, when 
I became CEO of the industrial conglomerate Honeywell, a $22 billion 
company with interests in aerospace, control systems, automotive, and 
chemicals. The company was underperforming, having struggled in recent 
years thanks to a botched merger with AlliedSignal in 1999, a couple of CEO 
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transitions, and failed attempts to sell the company to United Technologies 
Corporation and then to General Electric. But from what recruiters, exec-
utives, and others had told me, and from what I could tell based on my 
own analysis, the company had some good businesses that had simply been 
poorly managed. Once someone stepped in, stabilized the organization, and 
focused on the future, Honeywell’s performance would bounce right back.

During my first months on the job, as I began to probe into the company 
and its operations, I discovered the company didn’t have good fundamen-
tals— it was all a façade. Honeywell was a train wreck and on the verge of 
failure. We had billions in unresolved environmental and asbestos liabilities, 
a woefully underfunded pension, an entrenched “make the quarter” mind- 
set, an organization beset by cultural warfare, depleted leadership ranks, no 
process initiatives in place to make us more efficient, no globalization initi-
atives to help us grow in the rest of the world, significant underinvestment 
in new products and services, and the list went on and on.

But it got worse. Strangely, the board and the outgoing CEO refused 
me any access to our financials until July 2002, when I became chairman. 
When I did gain access, I was hit almost immediately with a bombshell: 
our finance team informed me that we’d have to significantly reduce our 
earnings commitment for the year. We wound up lowering our second- half 
earnings projections twice by a cumulative 26 percent within a period of 
weeks, infuriating analysts and investors who already lacked confidence 
in me. Investors knew I hadn’t been a finalist in the competition to suc-
ceed Jack Welch as CEO at GE, and I hadn’t been the first choice to run 
Honeywell. By reducing our earnings estimates so early in my tenure, and 
by having to do so not once but twice, I reinforced the investor communi-
ty’s worst fears that I was a lightweight and didn’t have it in me to run a big 
company like Honeywell.

Meanwhile, my own worst fears about Honeywell materialized as I 
probed why we had missed our numbers. It turned out that our accounting 
was unhealthy at best. No, we weren’t doing anything illegal— everything 
fell within the parameters of permitted accounting practices— but the entire 
organization was gaming the system to try to make their numbers each 
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quarter (during the previous decade, for every dollar in earnings, we only 
generated sixty- nine cents in cash, a fact that reflected aggressive book-
keeping). As a result, our leaders lacked a clear and honest picture of their 
businesses. Accounting is your primary information system for making 
decisions, so if that information is bad, your decisions will be bad too. 
Our leaders were going through the motions, only pretending to run their 
businesses strategically or even competently. It was all a big mess— short- 
termism run horribly amuck.

P U T T I N G  H O N E Y W E L L  O N  A  N E W  PAT H

I was flabbergasted, pissed, disgusted, and then some. But I wasn’t defeated. 
One day, in the heat of our financial mess, I turned on CNBC and heard 
the commentators lambasting me, opining that I wasn’t equipped to run 
Honeywell. I listened to them, shrugged my shoulders, and returned to what 
I had been doing. Someone in the room later told me how surprised they 
were that I didn’t throw a hard object at the screen. But I wasn’t angry. 
Rather, I was thinking to myself, I’m going to show them. I’m going to figure 
out these problems and turn this company around.

I was making a habit then of carving out time to sit by myself, put aside 
the daily pressures of my job, and just think about the company. During 
one of these “blue book” sessions, as I called them (on account of the blue- 
covered notebook I used), I challenged myself to identify steps I needed to 
take to put Honeywell on a better path. As I sat there pondering, it came to 
me that I would have to find a way to invest in new products, services, pro-
cess improvement, geographical expansion, and so on. But given investors’ 
low opinion of me, I also had to deliver something for them in the short 
term— otherwise, I wouldn’t survive. I couldn’t push investment off to some 
unspecified future date, and I also couldn’t invest to such an extent that we 
once again fell short of shareholder expectations. We would have to do both 
at the same time— win today and set ourselves up to win tomorrow.

Further, I realized we could do both at the same time. Short-  and 
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long- term goals were more tightly intertwined than they appeared. By 
taking the right actions to improve operations now, we could position our-
selves to improve performance later, while the reverse would also hold true: 
short- term results would validate that we were on the right long- term path. 
Beyond that, I theorized we would be able to win today and tomorrow if we 
followed the Three Principles of Short-  and long- term Performance that I’d 
developed.

Three Principles of Short-  and Long- Term Performance
1. Scrub accounting and business practices down to what is real.
2. Invest in the future, but not excessively.
3. Grow while keeping fixed costs constant.

First, we would address all of our unhealthy accounting and business 
practices, scrubbing the business down to what was real. Second, we would 
courageously sacrifice some earnings today to invest in our future, but not 
too many— we would still take care to do well enough in the short term. 
Third, and relatedly, we would become far more disciplined about our oper-
ations, challenging ourselves to run our businesses more efficiently and 
effectively so we could keep our fixed costs constant as we grew. Doing so 
would provide us with the flexibility to deliver returns to investors while 
investing in operational improvements and growth initiatives. As those 
improvements and initiatives began to bear fruit, a virtuous cycle would 
take hold: we’d improve our ability to perform, which would allow us to 
generate even more cash to invest, which would lead to further performance 
gains, and so on.

That was my basic approach, and it turned out to be correct. Over the 
next several years, we did the seemingly impossible, stabilizing the com-
pany and progressing on a number of fronts simultaneously. We tightened 
up our aggressive accounting, tackled environmental liabilities and other 
legacy issues, improved our processes and our culture, and invested in a 
range of growth initiatives, including customers, mergers and acquisitions 
(M&A), research and development (R&D), and globalization. In essence, by 
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following these three principles, we forced ourselves to consider the long-  
and short- term implications in every decision we made, instilling cultural 
and operational norms that allowed our company to deliver more value at 
all times. We turned our company into a performance machine, one that 
satisfied shareholders’ quarterly cravings while also becoming much nim-
bler, more efficient, more innovative, and more customer- centric over the 
long term.

By 2008, when the Great Recession hit, we were already on firmer 
ground, but because we continued to implement a dual short-  and long- 
term approach, we made a number of unorthodox moves that positioned us 
to expand rapidly once the recession ended. And expand we did. By 2018, 
when I left the company, our market capitalization had soared from $20 bil-
lion to $120 billion, Honeywell had generated returns of about 800 percent 
(beating the S&P 500 by about two and a half times), and the company had 
won high- profile awards for financial and environmental stewardship. We 
had also created 2,500 401(k) millionaires because employees had invested 
in Honeywell, with 95 percent of them below the executive level and the 
lowest compensated earning an annual salary of only $43,000.

If our experience proves anything, it’s that you don’t have to be a genius 
to achieve remarkable short-  and long- term performance (we certainly weren’t). 
You also don’t need to have some magic formula— we didn’t, beyond the 
Three Principles of Short-  and Long- Term Performance. What you do have 
to do is believe you can achieve two seemingly conflicting things at the same 
time— short- term performance and investment in the future. And then, on 
a daily operational level, you have to dedicate yourself to actually doing it, 
pushing yourself and others on your team and organization to go beyond 
what they think is possible, every small step of the way. Leadership 
matters— it really does. And the trick, as I like to say, is in the doing. Most 
leaders know what needs to happen operationally and strategically. They 
know they must do a good job for customers, come out with new products 
and services, pursue globalization, motivate their workforce, and so on. But 
most businesses don’t execute all that well. To perform well today while 
investing in tomorrow, your business has to do what everyone else claims 
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to be doing. And that will only happen if you as the leader demand it at the 
outset and accept no compromises.

A B O U T  T H I S  B O O K

The chapters that follow show you how to turn your business or organization 
into a performance machine, in any season. I lay out ten key strategic and 
operational strategies we deployed in line with the Three Principles of Short-  
and Long- Term Performance. In part I, “Lay the Foundations,” I explore the 
intellectual basis required for achieving strong long-  and short- term results 
at the same time. As we’ll see in chapter 1, you must first learn how to think 
about your business in a far more rigorous and demanding way, and how to 
help others around you do the same. That means challenging yourself and 
others to go beyond binary oppositions and do two conflicting things at the 
same time. In chapter 2, I’ll argue that you must also translate that mind- set 
of intellectual discipline and curiosity into your strategic planning, commit-
ting yourself to honesty and transparency and to having real conversations 
about your business or organization, its challenges, and its future.

Part  II of this book, “Optimize the Organization,” discusses invest-
ments you must make to free yourself of challenges that might be dragging 
down your performance. In chapter 3, I detail how we swallowed hard and 
addressed Honeywell’s longstanding pension, environmental, and asbes-
tos liability issues. In chapters 4, 5, and 6, I describe how we invested in 
improving our inefficient and ineffective processes, ending the culture wars 
that were hobbling us, and rebuilding and enhancing our depleted corps of 
leaders. Each of these efforts, funded by keeping fixed costs constant while 
growing our company, dramatically improved our ability to perform over 
both the short and long term.

Part III, “Invest to Grow,” deals with investment decisions you can make 
now to ensure your future expansion. In chapters 7 and 8, I explain how we 
invested in areas like customer experience, R&D, globalization, and M&A, 
getting the most value for our investment without compromising short- term 
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performance. Part  IV, “Protect Your Investments,” explores how to sus-
tain both a short-  and long- term approach in challenging times. Chapter 9 
reveals how we used this approach during the Great Recession to help us 
achieve explosive performance afterward, while chapter 10 examines how to 
think differently about leadership transitions, ensuring that superior long-  
and short- term performance can continue even after you’re gone. I close the 
book with an epilogue that calls on all of us to challenge ourselves and others 
to go beyond what seems possible so we can achieve our fullest potential as 
leaders and help our teams and organizations outperform.

As you read this book, I invite you to expand your horizons and break 
free of diminished expectations. Don’t assume you have to forego long- 
term investment to survive quarter- to- quarter, and don’t fall back on that 
as an excuse for failing to invest. Organizations of all sizes and all kinds— 
businesses and nonprofits— have it in them to perform much better than they 
currently do, over all time horizons. Leaders just need to believe this— and 
then start executing. Nonprofits in particular seem to have a high tolerance 
for poor performance at the individual and organizational levels. If we at 
Honeywell could invest in the future while delivering short- term results at 
a failing company, think of what your team or organization could do.

Overcoming short- termism isn’t just an imperative for individual busi-
nesses, but also for the broader economy. Capitalism has been the greatest 
force for good the world has ever seen, raising billions of people out of pov-
erty as governments enabled individual businesses to thrive, as businesses 
drove productivity gains, and as standards of living (which are linked to 
productivity) rose. But there’s no guarantee that economies will continue 
to thrive in the years ahead, or that American businesses will flourish. As 
China continues its rise to economic power, competition in global markets 
will intensify, and US firms will have to sustain new levels of productivity 
and innovation to remain on top, just as they did during the 1980s, when 
they were in competition with Japanese companies. Yet shareholders will 
only fund the significant investments companies must make in R&D, pro-
cess improvement, and culture if they see adequate short- term returns on 
their investments.
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It’s incumbent on leaders to pursue growth and deliver quarterly results. 
Offering Honeywell as a case study, Winning Now, Winning Later shows how 
you can run organizations with a new kind of balance, discipline, rigor, and 
energy, investing in growth while performing well now. We can win against 
Chinese companies and turn our competition with those firms into a source 
of opportunity. We can take our own companies to new levels of perfor-
mance. But only if we’re ready to demand more of our organizations— and 
of ourselves. So what are you waiting for? Go ahead and take a chance. You 
can do it. Let’s get started!
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C H A P T E R  O N E

Banish Intellectual Laziness

I n 2003, about a year after becoming Honeywell’s CEO, I traveled to the 
headquarters of our Aerospace division in Phoenix, Arizona, to conduct 

a review of the business. I was working hard at the time on implementing 
wide- ranging cultural change across Honeywell, and the Aerospace divi-
sion seemed reluctant to buy in. No surprise: the executive leading it— I’ll 
call him Rich— had interviewed unsuccessfully for my job, and likely har-
bored some resentment. In making the trip, I hoped to strengthen my 
relationship with Rich and his team, familiarize them with my desire to 
focus Honeywell on both short-  and long- term goals, and offer up ideas 
for improving the division’s performance.

My visit began smoothly enough. Shaking hands with members of 
Rich’s team, I found them polite and seemingly happy to see me. We sat 
down in a conference room so that team members could present their 
strategic plan to me. A copy of the plan had been placed on the table 
facing each seat. Flipping through mine, I saw that it was thick— maybe 
150 pages long, full of charts and tables. Uh- oh, I thought, not good. I had 
found so far at Honeywell that executives and managers often made pres-
entations far longer than necessary, overwhelming audience members 
with facts, figures, and commentary in an effort to preempt sharp, critical 
questioning. “Looks like you guys have done a lot of thinking here,” I said, 
pointing to the thickness of the binder. “I can’t wait to hear it.”
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Rich nodded at a member of his team, who began running through the 
presentation. It started with a review of the market. So far, so good. But a few 
minutes later, when we were on page five, I stopped to inquire about the status 
of Primus Epic, a terrific new cockpit avionics system we were developing. The 
team assured me the project was proceeding on schedule and on budget. Then, 
a page or two later, I posed another question about maintaining our lead in 
another product line of ours, auxiliary power units, the engines that provide 
power to an aircraft when it is on the ground. Although Rich’s team mem-
bers answered my question and smiled politely at me, they seemed unhappy, 
exchanging glances with one another that seemed to say, “Can you believe 
this guy?” They continued with the presentation, but about five minutes later, 
when they were on page fourteen, I stopped them yet again, inquiring about 
overruns that had exceeded $800 million on our biggest programs.

Rich had had enough. “You know, Dave,” he said, “if you don’t mind, 
I’d really like the team to continue. We’ll get to that point soon enough.”

I glanced over at him. “I’d like to know about it now.”
“Really, we cover it later. I can assure you, all of your questions will be 

answered.”
“Okay,” I said, “I believe you. What page is it on?”
He glanced at one of his team members, who flipped through his copy 

of the presentation. “Top of page thirty- six,” this executive said.
I went to the top of page thirty- six and scanned the chart there. “Nope, 

that covers just Primus Epic overruns. I want to understand the root cause of 
our overrun problems. Is it bad estimating? Bad executing? Something else? 
I want to get us to the point where we can anticipate the real cost so that we 
can plan for it and execute.”

Rich shot me a hard look. “Dave, before we go any further, I have to 
object to how you’re running this meeting. We put a lot of time and effort 
into crafting this pitch for you. Please show us the courtesy of listening to 
it all the way through.”

“I understand, Rich,” I said, “but let’s discuss the purpose of this pres-
entation. If we’re here for the team to put on a show for me, then you’re 
right, I should sit back and listen. But if the point is for me to learn about 
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your business and its issues, then we need to conduct the presentation in a 
way that facilitates my learning. I need to ask questions right away, get the 
answers I need, and then move on. Can we do that?”

Rich relented, and I was able to review their business in a rigorous and 
productive way that ultimately uncovered opportunities for better short-  and 
long- term management. What I learned, to my chagrin, was that Aerospace 
had become adept at lying to itself, shoehorning costs here and there into a 
budget without acknowledging them openly. This put enormous strain on 
the organization, which then had to patch together significant short- term 
fixes throughout the year, including more aggressive bookkeeping and spe-
cial deals with customers and others, to make its goals. A dysfunctional 
approach if I’d ever seen one.

Fundamentally, managing for both the short and long term isn’t about 
changing specific processes, policies, or strategies, but rather about adopting 
a different, more intellectual mind- set. Planting seeds for the future while 
also achieving short- term results is much harder to pull off than just aiming 
for one of these goals exclusively. It’s so hard, in fact, that many executives 
and managers throw up their hands. Absolving themselves of any respon-
sibility to achieve both short-  and long- term goals, they shrink from asking 
tough questions and actively shield themselves and others from probing too 
deeply. Instead of finding new ways to support innovation and investment 
while achieving short- term goals, they fall back on the same old strategies, 
policies, and procedures, relying on accounting sleight- of- hand to make it 
all work.

Don’t let this be you. You can achieve short-  and long- term goals simul-
taneously, but that means you will need to puzzle it out, quarter after quarter, 
year after year. Challenge yourself, your team, and your organization to 
think harder about customers, markets, and processes than you previously 
have. Cultivate a mind- set of analytic rigor and attention to detail. Ask 
challenging questions of yourself and others, and push hard until you’ve 
uncovered satisfying answers, even if that means acknowledging difficult 
truths. Decide right now to become a serious, engaged, and honest scholar 
of your business instead of a passive overseer of it.
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A C C O M P L I S H I N G  T W O  S E E M I N G LY  C O N F L I C T I N G 
T H I N G S  AT  T H E  S A M E  T I M E

My own heightened appreciation for intellectual rigor dates from the early 
1990s, when I served as CFO at General Electric’s major appliance business. 
We were trying to reduce the amount of capital we deployed in operating 
our businesses, and in line with that goal, my boss had decided that our 
business unit needed to reduce the $1 billion in inventory we maintained. 
Guess whose job it was to lead the inventory reduction effort? The assign-
ment caught me by surprise— I wasn’t sure how to proceed. I had seen other 
businesses flounder when pursuing such initiatives. The boss would decree 
that henceforth the company would only keep a certain amount of inventory 
on hand to shrink the amount of cash it had locked up. Months later, inven-
tory levels would creep back up, and the amount of cash locked up would 
increase as well— again.

I wanted to try a new approach, but I didn’t know what that would be. 
We convened a cross- functional team and asked them: Why did inventory 
reduction initiatives usually fail? What can we do differently? “If we’re going 
to fail,” I said, “let’s at least do it differently. The definition of insanity is 
doing the same thing over and over, always expecting a different result.” A 
manufacturing leader identified dissatisfied customers as the reason why 
these initiatives usually failed. Once a business reduced inventory, customer 
delivery usually suffered because we didn’t have the items we needed in 
stock. Customers complained, and the sales force applied pressure on the 
business to stock more product. Eventually inventory levels were right back 
where they had been. Inventory levels and customer satisfaction were directly 
related. You could have lower inventory levels or high customer satisfaction, 
but not both. You had to choose between two seemingly conflicting things.

That, at least, was the conventional wisdom. We wondered if we could 
find a way to reduce inventory levels while also keeping our products readily 
available and ready to ship so that customer satisfaction wouldn’t plum-
met. My team and I spent an entire day puzzling over it. At some point, a 
team member urged us to take a step back and assess our entire process, 
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from forecasting, to supply chain, to manufacturing, to transportation, to 
distribution. Running an analysis, we found that it took eighteen weeks 
end- to- end, from when a product was shipped out of the warehouse to the 
point when manufacturing was told to replace it. and then it was produced, 
shipped, and replaced in the warehouse. That seemed like an extraordinarily 
long time. What if we could render the whole process more efficient, shrink-
ing our “cycle time,” as we called it, down to a couple of days? We’d be able 
to reduce warehouse inventory while still providing great customer delivery 
because we’d be able to replenish our stock much more quickly. The dra-
matically improved efficiency would also help us reduce a lot of operational 
cost. The overall impact could be huge!

Our team began working on improving our processes to reduce cycle 
time in forecasting, supply chain, production, and distribution. We began 
providing immediate feedback to plants on what had shipped that day, 
shortening supplier lead times, dramatically reducing lot sizes (the quantity 
of a product model we made during a given production run), and reducing 
transportation time to warehouses. Over a four- year period, these ongoing 
efforts reduced cycle time to about two weeks. We were able to cut inventory 
levels in half, while also improving our on- time delivery rate from the low 
80s to above 90 percent. By striving to achieve two seemingly conflicting 
goals at the same time, instead of just focusing on one goal, we had prompted 
ourselves to think far more carefully about our business as a whole, and 
to pose questions nobody had asked before. This fairly intense intellectual 
process led us to reengineer a significant part of our business so that it func-
tioned better across a range of metrics, not just one. Because our subpar 
process had been the underlying problem, and because we’d improved that 
process, we could sustain these gains over time.

M Y  “A N Y  N I N N Y ”  T H E O R Y

Coming away from this episode, it was clear to me: leadership was, at its 
core, an intellectual activity. Any ninny could improve a given metric— that 
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didn’t take much thought or creativity. The best leaders acknowledge the 
tensions that pop up all the time in organizations, and they get better results 
by probing deeper to resolve them. Conventional wisdom said that you could 
earn high margins on the goods or services you sold, but only at the expense 
of your sales volume. It said that you could empower frontline employees to 
make decisions, but only at the expense of your ability to maintain control 
and prevent mishaps from happening. It said that you could improve cus-
tomer delivery, but only at the expense of your inventory reduction efforts. 
Great leaders, I came to believe, challenge themselves and others to under-
stand their businesses better and rethink them so that they can achieve 
two seemingly conflicting things at the same time. That same intellectual 
discipline— that mind- set of rigor and curiosity— allows leaders to master 
what is arguably the most important conflict of all: attaining strong short- 
term results while also investing in the future to achieve great long- term 
results.

Even as I came to this realization, I was keenly aware that most executives 
and managers didn’t challenge themselves to pursue conflicting priorities, 
nor did they appreciate the intellectual effort this took. During the early 
1990s, leaders at General Electric were so pleased with our inventory reduc-
tion efforts that they asked us to speak with other GE businesses to share 
what we had learned. After hearing our presentation, audience members 
would raise their hands and ask, “So, what was the single big thing you did 
to achieve these great results?”

“Well,” I said, “there was no single best practice. It was a mind- set of 
intellectual rigor we had adopted that made the difference. It’s this mind- set 
that you should be striving to replicate in your own organization.”

Audience members would nod their heads, but they didn’t really get it. 
A few minutes later, someone would raise his or her hand and say, “Okay, 
yeah, it was a mind- set. But tell me: What was the one thing you did that 
really made a difference?” Audience members wanted an easy answer that 
would excuse them from having to think hard about their businesses, when 
in truth, thinking hard was the only real answer.
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I N T E L L E C T U A L  L A Z I N E S S  R U N  A M U C K

To my dismay, such intellectual laziness was endemic at Honeywell. When I 
arrived at the company a decade later, I stepped into an organization utterly 
unused to probing for root causes to problems and to advancing new and 
creative solutions. Executives and managers pursued goals along a single 
dimension, doing whatever it took to make their numbers in the current 
quarter without concern for their actions’ broader consequences. “We’ll 
worry about next quarter next quarter, and about next year next year,” people 
said. Businesses went around in circles, struggling to achieve short- term 
results and stagnating over the long term. Leaders never pushed themselves 
to develop the kind of new and interesting solutions that would permanently 
change their businesses for the better and achieve multiple goals at once.

Inevitably, such intellectual laziness coarsened the level of discourse that 
existed day- to- day. Many businesses operated the way Rich and his crew at 
our Aerospace division did. Lacking any drive to think deeply about their 
businesses, and unchallenged by leadership to do so, teams held meetings 
that were essentially useless, their presentations clogged up with feel- good 
jargon, meaningless numbers, and analytic frameworks whose chief pur-
pose was to hide faulty logic and make the business look good. When you 
did a bit of digging, you found that most executives and managers didn’t 
understand their businesses very well, or even at all.

Certainly they didn’t understand their customers. I’ll never forget a trip 
I took early on in my tenure to an air show to visit with a customer of our 
Aerospace unit. The team had briefed me on the visit, and I had gone into 
the meeting, along with the leader of the business unit, his product manager, 
and the salesperson, thinking we would discuss a great new product we 
had. As is my practice, I kicked off the conversation by asking if Honeywell 
was meeting their expectations. “I’m glad you stopped by,” the customer 
CEO said, “because we have just about finalized the lawsuit we are filing 
against you for nonperformance on our development project.” What!? My 
colleagues looked at one another and at me in shock— none of them had 
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known how angry this customer was. They had lacked the slightest bit of 
insight into how our customers were experiencing their relationship with 
us. I begged for time, and with a bit of scrambling on our part we were able 
to prevent the lawsuit from materializing.

But it wasn’t just this team, and it wasn’t just customers. Leaders at 
Honeywell hadn’t studied their operational processes in any depth. They 
didn’t understand the fundamentals of their technologies, their markets, or 
their business cycles. They didn’t know their supply chains. They weren’t in 
touch with how rank- and- file employees viewed the business. They didn’t 
understand key liabilities, such as the environmental lawsuits we faced. And 
they didn’t understand why their businesses were generating so little cash.

No wonder our company was performing so poorly.

M A K I N G  S M A R T E R ,  M O R E  I N F O R M E D  D E C I S I O N S

My first and most enduring challenge as CEO was to dramatically improve 
the quality of both our individual thinking and our group discussions. To 
convey how I did that, let me introduce a leadership framework I have long 
used. As I see it, leadership boils down to three distinct tasks. First, leaders 
must know how to mobilize a large group of people. Second, they must 
pick the right direction toward which their team or organization should 
move. And third, they must get the entire team or organization moving in 
that direction to execute against that designated goal. Most people associate 
leadership disproportionately with the first element: inspiring the group. 
They think of charismatic leaders like Steve Jobs delivering lofty speeches 
that blow people away and motivate them to perform. In truth, mobilizing 
people is only about 5 percent of the leader’s job. The best leaders dedicate 
almost all their time to the latter two elements: making great decisions and 
executing consistently with those decisions.

Leaders at Honeywell wouldn’t have known a good strategic decision 
if it bit them in the leg, because they weren’t putting in the time to under-
stand their businesses and to regard them critically. To remedy this problem, 
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I spent a great deal of time defining what it meant to make decisions in an 
honest, informed, deliberate way. The first and best way to do that, I realized, 
was to model the process of critical inquiry myself. I’d make it clear that, 
yes, we were going to push ourselves to achieve two conflicting goals at the 
same time. But rather than simply dictate these goals, I’d start team members 
down the path to making a sound decision, asking them critical questions 
about their businesses and prompting them to generate creative solutions.

The conversation I had with Rich in Aerospace was typical. Rather 
than listening passively to a presentation, I’d interrupt— firmly at times, 
but politely— with questions about the business. I would pose key questions 
to teams in advance of our meetings for them to ponder. Listening closely to 
their answers, I’d follow up with still more queries, and make it clear when I 
wasn’t satisfied. Was I aggressive, demanding, maybe even a little (or more 
than a little) annoying? Absolutely. But, as the old saying goes, progress 
occurs because of the irrational demands of general management. I firmly 
believe that. Leaders must be demanding of their people, otherwise they’ll 
achieve only marginal results. People and organizations are capable of far 
more than they think possible. At the same time, leaders don’t have to be 
nasty about it. I always tried to pose my questions courteously, remember-
ing how as an employee I responded better when leaders showed me respect 
rather than telling me that I was wrong or barking out an order.

Day after day, meeting after meeting, I’d politely but persistently inquire 
about key elements of the business. Sometimes people took my politeness 
as a sign of weakness. When they did, I corrected that impression. Others 
reacted negatively to all of my questions. Over time, they either developed 
more intellectual rigor or left the company. Good leaders enjoyed sparring 
with me, even if they found it taxing.

In 2006, I met several times over the course of a year with senior lead-
ers in our Aerospace business tasked with improving the business unit’s 
software development efforts. For weeks before these meetings, the team 
researched questions I posed to them. Tim Mahoney, then Aerospace’s chief 
technology officer and now Honeywell’s senior vice president of enterprise 
transformation, remembered how at our first session together I pummeled 
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them with follow- up questions for five hours. We talked through the nuances 
of the technology the software developers were using, the financials, and the 
talent his team was deploying. “Yes, it was fatiguing,” he said, “but it was 
also exhilarating.” When he left the meeting, he remembered being “even 
more excited about what we were going to achieve” than he had been when 
the team had walked in.1

N O  M O R E  F U Z Z Y  T H I N K I N G

In challenging other leaders intellectually, I strove specifically to push them 
beyond the incrementalism that usually exists inside organizations— the 
tendency to consider the short- term implications of a decision exclusively 
and to ignore the long term. When leaders were thinking of adding capacity 
to an existing high- cost plant, I would ask them why they hadn’t considered 
establishing a new presence in a low- cost, high- quality location. “Well,” they 
said, “it’s less expensive to simply build on to our existing plant.” Taking 
this particular short- term business situation in isolation, that might have 
been true. But when you considered how establishing a new presence else-
where might pave the way for future expansion, it actually might have made 
more sense to pay a little more now and build in a potentially lucrative new 
market.

Likewise, when leaders assessed which parts of their business were 
core and which were susceptible to outsourcing, they tended at first to 
regard 95 percent of operations as core. When we dug into it, we found they 
defined some operational areas that way simply because they regarded it 
as too expensive for the company to outsource those areas. They failed to 
consider the broader, long- term picture: the cost of managing these parts 
of the business, the physical buildings required, the reduction in our abil-
ity to adapt to economic change, the cost of continuing to invest in these 
parts of the business, and so on. Factor in these hidden, long- term impli-
cations, and the cost equation often looked very different, making it far 
more desirable to outsource these supposedly core areas (in my experience, 

WinningNowWinningLater_5P.indd   12 4/9/20   8:19 AM



B A N I S H  I N T E L L E C T U A L  L A Z I N E S S

13

organizations can generally outsource between 30 and 70 percent of what 
they do).1

As CEO, I pushed leaders to think more deeply about the complex, long- 
term picture in every decision they faced. Further, I challenged them to think 
carefully about what might go wrong. It’s so easy to discount low- probability 
events in decision- making, even though these events might prove disastrous 
if they do occur. By considering the downside more aggressively, our teams 
often illuminated important issues we might otherwise have missed.

You might wonder how much thinking is too much. It depends on the 
business and the type of decision. Long- cycle businesses have a tendency 
to turn even simple decisions into projects. Short- cycle businesses tend to 
move quickly, proceeding with only a superficial understanding of issues. 
In encouraging leaders to think more carefully before deciding, I sought to 
make them aware of their intellectual tendency as either a short-  or long- 
term business. If the consequences of a decision were minimal or reversible, 
they might have spared some of the analysis and erred on the side of making 
a quick decision. Otherwise I asked them to take the time they needed to 
wallow in the details before deciding.

Take Your Three Minutes

While reading a book about the construction of the Panama Canal, I came 
across an anecdote about the project’s chief engineer, whose math teacher 
used to say, “If you have five minutes to solve a problem, use the first three to 
figure out how you’re going to do it.” I repeated this story within Honeywell 
in an effort to get people to slow down and think about problems a bit more. 
On one occasion, leaders of our Aerospace business unit were considering 

1 Even once we had properly distinguished core parts of our business from non-core, 
we had to ask our finance teams to break down capital expenditures (CAPEX) along 
those lines because our businesses were continuing to invest in operations they had 
identified as non-core. Talk about organizational inertia! We put the kibosh on any 
non-core CAPEX spending other than what was required for HSE (health, safety, and 
environmental) or essential maintenance.
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whether to proceed with a possible acquisition. At the end of the meeting 
I asked the team if they really wanted to go ahead with the deal and if they 
could guarantee the results. Most of the team said yes right away, but the 
head of Aerospace at the time, Tim Mahoney, said, “I’d like to take my three 
minutes. Can I get back to you Monday?” I loved that response and readily 
agreed. Tim pored through the details of the deal yet again, taking the time 
to identify additional opportunities, and decided to proceed. We spent $600 
million acquiring that company. About five months after the deal closed, Tim’s 
team landed a $2.4 billion order we hadn’t included when valuing the com-
pany. That extra three minutes really paid off!

P U S H I N G  O T H E R S  M E A N S  P U S H I N G  Y O U R S E L F

Asking our leaders to make decisions in a more rigorous way meant that 
I, too, had to put in more work. Not only did I spend time in advance of 
meetings generating some key questions for teams, I also informed myself 
about the particular businesses involved, as well as broader trends affecting 
these businesses. During my fifteen years as CEO, I traveled to plants and 
customers in about a hundred countries to better understand our operations 
and the challenges they faced. Back at our headquarters, I read five news-
papers a day as well as key business publications and books and magazines 
on a wide range of topics. I met with a variety of people— CEOs from out-
side our industry, financial types, investors, policy- makers— to understand 
how they were thinking about emerging trends. I also spent time during my 
blue book exercises sitting alone in my office thinking about our businesses. 
I posed questions to myself and tried to answer them, and I reflected on 
external trends affecting our markets, pondering how our businesses might 
have to adapt.

In keeping myself informed, I took it upon myself to develop a cer-
tain amount of functional expertise. Throughout my tenure at Honeywell, I 
would read up on diverse subjects, such as information technology (IT), law, 
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and social media. I knew trends in these areas were affecting our businesses, 
so I wanted to be able to talk about them. I hardly became an expert, but 
the questions I asked prompted team members who were experts to think in 
new and creative ways. Because they knew I’d be asking hard- hitting ques-
tions, they had to be ready to explain their business ideas to me in simple 
ways that even a layperson could understand— an exercise that forced them 
to refine their thinking. Simplicity and concision are tough. The French 
philosopher Blaise Pascal famously noted that he’d written a long letter, 
having lacked the time required to write a shorter one.2 As I believe, if you 
can’t convey a thought clearly and in a few words, then your comprehension 
of it is probably lacking.

My efforts to inform myself in diverse fields also prompted nonexperts 
on our teams to read up on them. If the gray- haired CEO knew enough 
about the Internet of Things (IoT), say, to be dangerous, our senior execu-
tives in legal, human resources, or operations needed to as well. Otherwise 
they would risk looking uninformed during our conversations.

A L I G N I N G  T H E  O R G A N I Z AT I O N  A R O U N D  T H E  S T R AT E G Y

Rigorous and informed decision- making is one thing, but it’s not enough. 
Just because a leader makes a decision doesn’t mean anything will happen. 
To achieve long-  and short- term objectives at the same time— or any other 
two seemingly conflicting goals— leaders also have to take a rigorous and 
informed approach to execution. Too many leaders get lazy around execu-
tion because they feel it is beneath them. “That’s why I hire good people,” 
they say. “It’s their job to keep track of the operational details.” Leaders 
also believe they shouldn’t try to micromanage the business. As they see it, 
people further down in the organization need a sense of autonomy in order 
to thrive, so leaders should delegate and get out of the way.

Delegation and trust are of course vital— you can’t do everything your-
self, and you shouldn’t try. That said, you don’t want delegation to verge into 
a total abdication of authority on your part. You must verify that employees 
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and the organization are actually executing as they are supposed to. I 
learned this lesson the hard way when I served as vice president of General 
Electric’s consumer service division, which fixed the company’s appliances 
for customers. The business was sizable— about $500 million in revenues— 
but demand was decreasing because of improving product quality (people 
didn’t need to repair their dishwashers or washing machines as often), and 
our labor costs were too high. To improve the business, I embarked on a 
restructuring plan (a decision I only made thanks to numerous field visits 
with customers, service technicians, and others). I also invested heavily in a 
big IT project to improve how we scheduled our service technicians. Once in 
place, this project would significantly boost customer service while reducing 
our costs.

Since I didn’t know much about IT, I relied on our IT leader to keep me 
informed on how the project was going. Everything seemed fine— until one 
day, when the project blew up. It became clear that the system wasn’t going 
to work and that we had wasted millions in developing it. What a disaster. 
Ever since, I made a practice of keeping far closer tabs on important projects.

The idea that as a leader you can focus on strategy and delegate its imple-
mentation to great people is a fallacy. You don’t want to micromanage, and 
you do need to tailor the amount of oversight you give to the leader in ques-
tion.2 But time is limited, and faced with urgent priorities, even the most 
talented people will let difficult, longer- term projects slide. Leaders must get 
out in the field to confirm that these projects are actually happening. They 
also must make sure the “machinery” works everyday— that employees have 
the tools and processes they need to execute their decisions, and further, that 
they’re working hard to improve these tools and processes.

Part of the intellectual discipline I instituted for leaders at Honeywell 
was remaining well- versed in the executional details. I made it my job to 
understand reality on the ground, in large part, as mentioned, by getting 
out there and talking to frontline staff, but also by talking to managers a 

2 If you have a new leader, a leader who is weak in a particular area, or an average leader, 
then you’ll need to verify more. If you have a leader who consistently accomplishes 
what they say in the short and long term, then verify less. I used to tell leaders that if 
they consistently met their commitments, they’d get a lot less help from me.
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couple of layers down from me to get their opinions on key business issues, 
and by routinely querying my team members about how we were executing 
and how we might do things better.

T H E  L E A D E R  A S  P E R F O R M A N C E  C O A C H

Staying informed on execution isn’t just about holding people accountable. 
By asking probing questions, I was also serving our leaders as a performance 
coach, keeping them focused on operations and giving them an intellectual 
framework they could use to solve specific problems. It’s easy for a leader to 
say, “We need some new products. Here’s some money. Go do it.” But think 
of the benefit when a leader challenges people to think about how they’re 
going to innovate so that they don’t just fund a bunch of screwball projects. 
How will they set up ideation to ensure that lots of good ideas are generated? 
How will they determine which new product ideas to fund and which to 
jettison? Who will they assign to product development so that the organi-
zation takes it seriously? What will they do to ensure that technologists are 
interacting with the marketing team so that the market actually wants these 
new products? How will they understand the user, installer, and maintainer 
experience? Will a product manager own the product or service from the 
beginning to ensure that the introduction doesn’t get bogged down?

In posing such questions, I was giving leaders the benefit of my expe-
rience, alerting them to the kinds of operational issues they would likely 
encounter when undertaking specific projects. During my career, I had 
learned firsthand why manufacturing processes went awry, or why organ-
izations typically struggle with transformations, or why pricing increases 
didn’t hold. Reflecting on my own successes and failures, I had developed a 
practice of asking questions in various situations as they arose so as to avoid 
my previous mistakes. By posing these questions to team members rather 
than providing easy answers, I helped them understand their business better 
and put them in a better position to execute, leaving it to them to come up 
with answers that would work in their specific situations. Hopefully, the 
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time and effort I spent would increase the odds that team members would 
succeed.

T I G H T E N  U P  Y O U R  M E T R I C S

As part of our intellectual discipline around execution, I insisted leaders apply 
a new scrutiny to metrics. When I arrived at Honeywell, every one of our 
plants had quality and delivery metrics that looked great. When we probed 
a bit, we learned every plant excluded harmful data that leaders didn’t feel 
represented their performance very well. Consider, for instance, our meas-
urement of on- time delivery of products to customers. If a certain percentage 
of customers placed their order outside of a plant’s established lead time (how 
long it needed to deliver a product after an order was placed), or if their order 
hadn’t been entered properly, these customers might not have received the 
product on time. And yet the plant in question still would have reported a 
99-percent on- time delivery result. It would have excluded these orders from 
the measurement, reasoning that these weren’t plant issues. Managers looking 
at this data in an attempt to understand our execution would have thought 
customers were entirely happy, even when a significant percentage weren’t.

Problems such as these were endemic, so to fix them we audited meas-
urement systems at every plant. I also prodded leaders to look closely at the 
metrics their teams were giving them and to ensure that they were building 
the right metrics into every operational plan they developed. I pushed them as 
well to look beyond the metrics in monitoring execution. Many people will say 
what gets measured gets done, but that’s not necessarily true. If you measure 
something, the metric will get better, but the underlying performance might 
not improve at all. People will do whatever it takes to get the metric where it 
needs to be, losing sight of the business intent underlying the goal. It becomes 
“compliance with words,” as I like to say, not “compliance with intent.”

As leaders, we couldn’t take performance as indicated by the metrics for 
granted. We had to review operations rigorously to make sure improvements 
in metrics reflected real improvements in the underlying processes. Often 
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we looked to put balancing metrics in place to ensure that one metric didn’t 
improve at the expense of other, critical parts of the business. In reducing the 
cost of functions like finance, IT, legal, or HR, we didn’t want the support 
those functions provided across the organization to be compromised. So 
we conducted anonymous internal surveys to determine if customer service 
from those areas was improving.

Not infrequently, our insistence on rigorous metrics led to significant 
improvements. For years we had tried but failed to improve the diversity of 
our workforce. We had mobilized all of the “best practices” and had eked out 
short- term increases in the percentage of our employees from diverse back-
grounds in a given year, only to see those gains vanish soon afterward. Part 
of the problem was that we were forging policy at headquarters with only a 
limited knowledge of our workforce in local facilities. To remedy the situa-
tion, we created a sophisticated tool that combined our own data with data 
from the Department of Labor. The tool allowed us to track the availability 
of talent in local areas by job code, broken down by ethnicity and gender. 
Using this tool, we could compare diversity levels in particular plants and 
even in particular teams to the diversity in local talent pools. That allowed 
us to challenge managers who claimed, for one reason or another, they didn’t 
have access to well- qualified, diverse talent. We could hold local managers 
accountable in a whole new way, simply because we were tracking the data 
much more closely than we had been.

We also began to measure the opportunities a leader had to improve 
diversity by tracking what happened with new hires and with attrition. Were 
leaders doing enough to recruit and retain diverse talent who had come 
onboard? Every leader reported on his or her progress in this area twice 
annually to myself and my staff. As a result of these efforts, we made steady 
progress year after year, rather than simply maintaining the status quo, as 
we had previously.

As I reminded leaders at Honeywell, execution matters much more 
than it seems. “The trick is in the doing,” I said. It was great to make smart, 
informed decisions, but the real substance of any decision was getting it done. 
Leaders everywhere had more or less the same knowledge. We read the same 
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books and periodicals. We talked to the same people. We had access to the 
same consultants. To gain an advantage, we at Honeywell needed to execute 
better, and that meant understanding our operations better, looking for ways 
to improve, and putting those improvements in place. Leaders couldn’t stand 
on the sidelines. That was the old way. They had to get out there in the field, 
immerse themselves in what their teams were doing, monitor progress, and 
hold people accountable. Then they had to use all of that executional knowl-
edge they amassed to help inform their decision- making going forward.

T H E  B E A U T Y  O F  “ X ”  D AY S

You might find the prospect of modeling intellectual rigor for your team or 
organization daunting. How do you do it with so many demands on your 
time? For starters, I heartily recommend you dedicate time each month to 
learning about your businesses and engaging in unstructured thinking. It’s 
hard to think, read, and learn when endless meetings clog up your day. I 
developed a practice of sitting down with my calendar at the beginning of 
each fiscal year and asking my assistants, Lois Brown and Debbie Mendillo, 
to designate two or three days each month as “X” days, during which they 
wouldn’t schedule any meetings. I’d spend some of those days alone think-
ing about our businesses. On other X days I’d make impromptu trips to 
learn about our businesses or pay a surprise visit to a facility. I’d also desig-
nate twelve additional days as “growth days,” holding intensive sessions with 
leadership teams to help them think through various growth or operations 
initiatives. My staff had to hold these growth days on their calendars as well 
so that we didn’t have to reconcile our calendars in the event we wanted to 
schedule a meeting (team members got these days back to use as they pleased 
if we wound up not holding a meeting that included them). Sometimes I had 
to schedule meetings on an X day, but anticipating that this would happen, I 
set aside more of these days at the beginning of the year than needed.

On my regularly scheduled days, I made sure to free up as much time 
and mind- space as I could for thinking. If you haven’t gotten serious about 
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tightening up your calendar, now is the time to start. Do you really need all 
those meetings? Are there ways to minimize the length of essential meetings 
and still make progress? I am not against meetings— they are essential for 
leaders, not least because they help us bring facts to the surface and generate 
good decisions. At the same time, so many meetings are excessively long, 
unnecessary, and inconclusive. One of my favorite techniques is to require 
that teams provide me with a summary page at the beginning of the meeting 
or beforehand so that I could get the gist of the issue up front as well as the 
team’s recommendations rather than waiting for the story to unfold.

“ B R I N G -  U P  N O T E S ”  A N D  B L U E  N O T E B O O K S

To minimize the number of follow- up meetings required to resolve issues, 
and thus maximize the time on your calendar for thinking, I recommend 
ending every meeting by establishing the who, what, and when of any follow- up 
actions. Just because a team reaches consensus on an issue doesn’t mean a 
decision will actually be implemented. Be clear what the follow- up action 
is, and when it comes to the “who,” never accept “the team” as an answer. 
You want the name of someone who will stay awake nights to make sure the 
required work gets done. On “when,” remember Parkinson’s law, which says 
that work expands to fill the time allotted. Don’t be afraid to create tight 
timelines, because sometimes the culture demands them. In one instance, I 
asked a finance person when they could perform a task for me. Clearly not 
used to being asked, the person responded, “Two weeks.” Pointing to my 
watch, I said, “What time today?” The task was handed in by 5:00 p.m. that 
day. Sometimes organizations get used to telling time with calendars instead 
of watches, and it has to stop.

Also be sure to make the most of your unstructured hours between 
meetings. A great technique to try is what I call “bring- up notes.” In their 
capacity as managers, most leaders keep track of all the deliverables people 
owe them and when. Rather than waste mental energy thinking about all 
that, I wrote down each deliverable and the due date on a separate piece 
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of paper at the end of a meeting and had my assistant file it. Every day she 
handed me “bring- up notes” for items that had been due the day before. If I 
had already received the deliverable, I tore up the note. If I hadn’t, I started 
inquiring about when I’d receive it. With bring- up notes, I was able to keep 
everyone accountable, allowing myself more time, energy, and mental space 
to read and think. Bear in mind, this began in an era before smartphones. 
These days productivity apps and other software can serve a similar func-
tion for you, especially if you don’t have an assistant.

To help myself think independently, and to stay fresh in my job, I also 
got in the habit of keeping what I called my “blue notebook,” a place to col-
lect all of the new ideas and questions I came up with during the course of 
my free- thinking X days. Every six months or so, I’d take an X day and dedi-
cate it to thinking about the company, investors, business trends, financials, 
people, and so on, jotting down my thoughts. Then I’d go back and review 
the notes I’d made on a previous X day. Did my new ideas on that day get 
implemented? If so, what had happened? Had others slipped through the 
cracks? If so, were they still valid and worth pursuing? As for the questions 
I’d posed myself, how would I answer them? Had any new evidence emerged 
in the interim? The process of working through my blue notebook— and my 
experience in general on X days— allowed me to break free of my daily con-
text and look at our businesses from something approximating an outside 
perspective. On numerous occasions, ideas I’d written in my blue notebook 
led to new business initiatives that made a difference to our businesses. Most 
notably, our major process improvement initiatives, Honeywell Operating 
System and Functional Transformation (which I’ll discuss at length in chap-
ter 4), came out of questions I posed during a blue notebook session.

S E E K  O U T  I N C O N V E N I E N T  T R U T H S

It’s also important, especially as you rise in seniority, to make sure you’re 
not just always thinking, but are constantly questioning your own decisions. 
In public, you have to convey confidence in the moves you’ve made because 
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teams and organizations don’t handle uncertainty very well. But that doesn’t 
mean you can’t question your decisions in private. It’s vital to do that. It’s 
also critical to avoid falling prey to your own confirmation bias. We all tend 
to pay more attention to evidence that supports what we already think and 
discount data that conflicts with it. The remedy is to systematically seek 
out evidence that negates your hypotheses or beliefs. Throughout my time 
at Honeywell, I would push my own thinking further by listening hard to 
people with opinions contrary to mine or who were bringing “inconvenient” 
data to a conversation. When I visited our facilities around the world, I 
would ask people open- ended questions about our operations, homing in on 
any evidence that conflicted with my presumptions. I would also ask trusted 
friends and colleagues what they thought about my decisions, knowing that 
if they saw flaws in my thinking, they wouldn’t hesitate to let me know.

I wish I could say I was perfect at questioning my own beliefs, but I wasn’t. 
One of my greatest regrets from my time at Honeywell concerns how we imple-
mented Six Sigma, a well- known quality improvement methodology.3 While 
we invested a great deal in the implementation, as I’ll describe in a later chapter, 
it didn’t work as well as it should have. From what I could tell at the time, the 
program was working fine. However, the signs of failure were there— I just 
didn’t pay much attention to them. If I had been more disciplined in my think-
ing, I might have prodded myself to proactively run various analyses for the 
express purpose of testing my beliefs. For instance, I might have compared our 
quality levels for new products at various facilities with what those levels had 
been ten years earlier or compared quality forecasted at the design stage with 
what actually happened. But I didn’t subject my ideas to this kind of scrutiny, 
and as a result, this initiative underperformed for years. Never rest on your 
laurels. Always challenge yourself, asking, “What if my hypotheses, assump-
tions, beliefs, or decisions are wrong?” If you really are right, you’ll feel even 
more confident about it. And if you’re wrong, you’ll get the prodding you need 
to push your thinking— and your business— in a new direction.

3 Six Sigma is a very rigorous set of statistical tools businesses can use to create more 
robust processes and designs. The method was first championed by W. Edwards Deming 
and used to great effect by Japanese car makers to significantly improve quality.
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If you set an example of rigor in your own thinking, you’ll see a trickle- 
down effect, first among your direct reports and then among employees 
at lower levels. Because I demanded a lot of the teams that reported to me, 
those leaders became used to thinking harder and preparing more for meet-
ings. “We knew we needed to do the work at a certain level of rigor,” said 
Kate Adams, currently general counsel at Apple and formerly our general 
counsel, “because it was going to be subjected to a potentially very searching 
set of questions about its validity.”3 Sometimes people need a bit of prodding 
in order to think more broadly or deeply. At one point we hired a new tax 
leader who gave a presentation saying there wasn’t much we could do to 
address a particular tax issue we faced. My response: “I could have paid 
someone a lot less to give me that answer.” He got the message, challenged 
himself to offer more probing analyses, and became a star performer.

M I N D  Y O U R  M E E T I N G S

You can take additional steps to get your people thinking harder and to 
shift the level of intellectual discourse among teams. Pay more attention 
to how you run meetings. Do you tend to dominate the conversation and 
dictate answers to your team? If so, you’re reducing the amount or qual-
ity of thinking that is taking place. The quality of your decision- making 
will decline, and you’ll miss a valuable opportunity to enhance your team’s 
critical thinking capacity. The same holds true if you reveal your own opin-
ions on the issues before you too early: team members will come forward 
with ideas they think you’ll like and will fail to share opinions they perceive 
as at odds with your own. As I like to say, it’s important to be right at the end 
of a meeting, not at the beginning.4 If you embrace that mind- set, you’ll do 
a lot less talking in meetings, and focus instead on getting others to report 
facts and air their opinions. That of course means controlling your own ego. 

4 I stumbled onto this approach when I first arrived at Honeywell. Realizing I couldn’t 
trust my board or staff, I became a lot more careful about expressing my opinions up 
front. Then I realized I was making better decisions because I was allowing for a richer 
discussion. I proceeded to permanently change how I ran meetings.
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If you struggle in this area, remember: as a leader you get measured on the 
quality of your decisions and the results they produce, not on whether an 
idea was originally yours.5

Controlling Your Ego: A Lesson from My Dad

My dad was a strong, tough guy— he had served in the US Navy in World 
War II, had seen a lot of action, and had been wounded. When I was a kid, I 
spent a lot of time working at the service station he ran. One day business 
was unusually slow, and we sat together on the curb waiting for something to 
happen. Sure enough, a car came screaming in. My dad went over and offered 
up his usual cheery greeting. The customer got out of the car, and for the 
next five minutes proceeded to berate my father for something he had done. 
I watched, incredulous and convinced my father would sock the man in the 
face. Dad was not the kind of guy to be pushed around. Instead, he became 
extremely apologetic, saying over and over again, “I’m sorry, I’ll make it right.” 
The customer drove off in a huff, and Dad came back to the curb. We sat there 
as he stared off into space— I sure wasn’t going to say anything. Dejectedly, 
he said, “Dave, sometimes in life and in business, you have to put your pride 
in your back pocket.”

That moment has always stuck with me. To be effective as leaders, we 
all have to put our egos to the side at times, no matter how tough or strong 
we might be.

At Honeywell, I would try to lead teams through an issue by posing a 
series of questions, seeking purposely to encourage a diversity of opinions 
(as the saying goes, if two people always agree, only one is thinking). When 
people made statements that ran counter to what I was thinking, I pushed 
them to develop those arguments to the fullest. When they articulated a 

5 It’s especially important to follow this approach when working with external advisors, 
bankers, or consultants of any kind. You’re paying for their advice, not their endorse-
ment. If you refrain at first from declaring your opinion and let them talk, you’re more 
likely to get their unvarnished thoughts.
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view that conformed to my thinking, I held my tongue and didn’t rush to 
agree with them. I let the conversation run its course, making sure to really 
listen. Too often people tend to think about what they’ll say next when some-
one else is speaking. I developed a practice of listening all the way through 
and waiting three seconds to respond— it’s amazing how that small change 
allows you to really hear what someone is saying . . . or not saying. I also 
registered the body language and facial expressions of others around the 
table, seeking valuable clues on whose opinion to solicit next.

As conversations unfolded, I did my best to draw out everyone present, 
including introverts who might have been struggling to participate. In so 
doing, I tried to remain mindful of the specific situation I was confronting as 
a leader and tailored my questions or comments accordingly. Many leaders 
tend to evoke the same persona in every meeting, but that’s a mistake. In 
one meeting you might need to come across as angry, in another pensive, 
in another friendly. It depends on what you’re trying to accomplish. Also, if 
you do get angry, it’s important not to let that frustration carry into the next 
meeting, as some leaders do, since the team there had nothing to do with 
the problem that upset you.

Once all the ideas were on the table, I went around and asked each par-
ticipant what decision they would make if they were me. To avoid junior 
employees from echoing what their bosses said, I started with the most jun-
ior people and continued until I’d heard from the senior- most person. Then, 
and only then, did I share the decision to which I’d come. I’d explain my 
thinking in some detail. That way people would understand my thought pro-
cess and would be better able to apply it to other decisions they might face.

To maintain the quality of our conversations, I made it clear we rewarded 
results, not effort. Too often individuals and teams want credit for working 
a hundred hours a week, irrespective of whether they actually accomplished 
anything. They confuse activity or effort with results, in the process dis-
tracting others from focusing on results and the actions required to achieve 
them. When people in my meetings tried to get credit for effort, I would 
always say something along the lines of, “That’s interesting but irrelevant. 
If there is no result, there is no story.” That might sound harsh, but it’s how 
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the world works. I needed our people to understand that reality if we were 
to make quality decisions and execute well on them.

I also required people to back up their arguments with data to the extent 
possible. In one memorable meeting, members of our HR Benefits team kept 
arguing against a proposed change, prefacing their opinions with the words 
“I feel.” I ended the meeting by saying that if this decision came down to 
feelings, mine would win and we’d go with the proposed change. Not only 
did they bring supporting data to the next meeting (which, by the way, sup-
ported my feelings), but the leader of the group, Brian Marcotte, provided 
me with a CD containing ten songs about feelings. The message about data’s 
importance reverberated throughout the HR organization, a welcome devel-
opment in a function that often neglected it.

A final way I tightened up meetings was to discourage people from com-
ing to my office afterward to tell me what they “couldn’t say in the meeting” 
on account of who was in the room. What kind of leader would I be if I 
suddenly changed my opinion based on statements from the last person with 
whom I spoke? When people did come to me after meetings, I explained 
that because they lacked the guts to speak up, we had just wasted an hour 
of everyone’s time and would now have to reconvene so that everyone could 
hear this new input. I only had to do that a couple of times before this balo-
ney stopped.

Beyond the standard meetings I would hold, I sometimes found it nec-
essary to lead teams through special exercises to spur their thinking around 
particular subjects. Even the best teams get stuck intellectually, and as CEO, 
I took it upon myself to perform some shock treatment and force a produc-
tive conversation. On one occasion I had asked the purchasing team in our 
Aerospace unit to provide me with a long list of ideas we could adopt over 
time to cut costs. Months passed, and after repeated requests on my part, 
they were “still working on it.” Having had enough, I ordered team members 
to cancel all their meetings for the rest of the week. The next morning, they 
were going to go into their conference room at 8:00 a.m. and stay there all 
day until they had analyzed $1.5 billion in current costs and came up with 
ideas for aggressively saving money in these areas. If they hadn’t generated 
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these ideas by 5:00 p.m., they’d come in the next day to continue thinking 
on it. It wound up taking them two days, but they came up with the ideas. 
They just needed a little friendly encouragement from me.

When teams were struggling to envision a potentially different future, 
I would use a different technique, what I refer to as my “White Sheet of 
Paper” exercise. The name says it all: I asked teams to take a step back and 
reimagine their businesses from scratch. Often when teams have trouble 
creatively it’s because their thinking is overly constricted by reality as they 
know it and they can only think of ideas that derive from the existing reality. 
To have a more productive discussion, they must become reanchored to a 
different position. I’d ask them to take a day and pretend they could build 
their business, process, or product from scratch. What would it look like? 
How would they design it? Usually suspending reality broke the logjam and 
allowed people to think of a future that was very different from the present.

In one instance, one of our union factories was struggling to redesign 
their inefficient work rules, all forty- three pages worth. Using the White 
Sheet of Paper exercise, they were able to pare their work rules down to only 
three pages, redesigning the work environment to be far more flexible and 
efficient. Once teams specify both their present position and desired desti-
nation, it becomes much easier to lay out the logical steps, the resources the 
team will need, and a realistic timeline for getting there.

I N S T I L L  A N  I N T E L L E C T U A L  M I N D -  S E T

In organizations beset by short- termism, leaders often fail to invest sufficiently 
in R&D, process initiatives, and other growth programs. Spending there 
detracts from the quarterly numbers, and the returns don’t show up until many 
quarters, or even years, later. When I arrived at Honeywell, our businesses had 
been shorting R&D spending and other potential growth initiatives for years. 
We needed to pump up that spending, but many leaders weren’t certain how we 
could do that while still delivering the short- term results we needed.

As I’ll describe in chapter 7, it turned out that we could deliver short- term 
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results and plant seeds more productively for the future. In our Aerospace 
business, for instance, we had traditionally taken a mindless approach to 
R&D, developing new products for as many new aircraft models as we could, 
with little analysis of how lucrative these platforms would wind up being. 
Some of these investments paid off; some didn’t. Now, for the first time, 
we began performing a marketing segmentation analysis, ranking potential 
R&D programs for their market potential. We focused our spending accord-
ingly, investing only in products for the big platforms that were most likely 
to pay off for us. That represented a cost savings, so we took those extra 
dollars, as well as some extra income generated from better- than- expected 
sales, and directed them toward what we called “short- cycle” product 
introductions— smaller investments that would result not in a new product 
per se but in incremental enhancements to existing products and services 
that would generate more sales now.

Overall, we took the same R&D budget and allocated it more efficiently, 
in a way that would deliver both short-  and long- term results. The big new 
product development projects would take years to show a return, but the 
short- cycle product introductions (along with salespeople to support them) 
would deliver returns more quickly. The strategy worked. Within a couple 
of years, short- cycle product development began generating revenue, and 
today it is a highly profitable, billion- dollar business. Over time, our long- 
term investments also delivered big for us. We won 75 percent of the new 
programs we went after, instead of just half of them, as we had previously.

The quality of thought in a team or organization matters. If you want 
a business that performs both today and tomorrow, you need to take apart 
your business and put it back together again so that it works more efficiently 
and effectively. That means instilling an intellectual mind- set, spurring 
your people to think harder about every business decision they face. Set 
the standard for intellectual engagement. Demand that your people pursue 
two seemingly conflicting things at the same time. Make it your mission 
to understand the nuances of your businesses so that you can shape and 
guide your teams’ intellectual inquiry. Allocate your time thoughtfully; 
don’t become a victim of your calendar. Carve out time to read, research, 
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and think. Turn your meetings into vigorous, instructive debates. As you’ll 
find, performing today and tomorrow is hard, but it’s not impossible. You 
just need to put your mind to it. You need the right mind- set.

Q U E S T I O N S  T O  A S K  Y O U R S E L F

1. What level of intellectual discourse prevails in your team or organ-
ization? Be honest! Do you have the discipline required to pursue 
short-  and long- term goals simultaneously?

2. How much time do you really spend thinking? Do you organize your 
calendar to ensure that you have blocked out enough time, or are you 
a victim of your calendar?

3. Are you implementing the three aspects of leadership to the fullest, 
or do you spend a disproportionate amount of your time focusing on 
motivating or inspiring others, which should comprise just 5 percent 
of the job?

4. Do you engage intellectually during presentations, or are you taking 
in the proceedings as you would a Broadway show? Are you training 
your people to think critically and push hard to pursue conflicting 
goals?

5. Are you using meetings as opportunities to debate pressing issues in 
a rigorous way? Do you just bark an order, or do you take the time 
to run people through a series of questions to help structure their 
thinking? Do you push others to articulate their ideas and the logic 
behind them and reserve your opinions until the end?

6. Do you strive to understand the drawbacks of a proposed decision, 
asking, “What could go wrong?” Do you solicit input from every par-
ticipant, even if it conflicts with your beliefs or the team’s consensus? 
In deciding how extensively to debate an issue, do you differenti-
ate between decisions that might have minimal consequences (thus 
potentially requiring less debate) and those that might produce 
extreme consequences (thus requiring more debate)?
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7. Do you challenge yourself and others to think about execution, or 
are you content being a strategist? Are you delegating, or abdicating? 
Do you get out in the field enough to understand what’s happening 
in operations, with your customers, and with other aspects of your 
business?

8. Can you spot opportunities to reanchor your people using the White 
Sheet of Paper exercise? Where might you profitably accelerate pro-
gress by “locking people in the room” and requiring that they produce 
a solution?

9. Are you as alert as you should be to evidence that conflicts with your 
own ideas or beliefs? What initiatives aren’t working as well as you 
might think? Get out there and find out!

10. Are your metrics real, or are people massaging them in ways that 
yield a distorted picture?

11. Do you tend to listen to the last person with whom you’ve spoken, 
after they didn’t take the opportunity to speak up during a meeting?

12. Do you focus on being right at the end of the meeting instead of at 
the beginning of the meeting?” 
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