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In an era characterized by radical volatility, technological disruption, and systemic unpredictability, the delta 

between organizational survival and catastrophic failure has narrowed significantly. The seminal research 

conducted by Jim Collins and Morten T. Hansen, encapsulated in their work Great by Choice, provides a rigorous, 

data-driven framework for understanding how specific enterprises—termed 10Xers—outperform their industry

cohorts by at least a factor of ten during periods of extreme chaos. Unlike traditional management theories that

emphasize charismatic leadership or high-risk visionary leaps, the Great by Choice framework posits that

greatness is not a function of circumstance or luck, but a result of conscious psychological and operational

disciplines.

Theoretical Framework: The 10X Leadership Triad

The core of the Great by Choice philosophy rests upon a triad of core behaviors, underpinned by a central 

motivating force known as Level 5 Ambition. While Level 5 leaders (as defined in Good to Great) possess humility

and professional will, 10Xers operating in uncertain environments channel this ambition into a specific set of

behaviors designed to mitigate risk while maximizing empirical returns.

1. Fanatic Discipline: The 20 Mile March

Fanatic discipline is defined not as rigid adherence to bureaucracy, but as consistency in action. The technical 

manifestation of this is the 20 Mile March. This concept requires an organization to establish a self-imposed 

performance constraint that includes both a lower bound (a minimum threshold of achievement) and an upper 

bound (a maximum speed of expansion).

•  Lower Bound: Ensures momentum is maintained during periods of recession or industry downturns. It 

prevents the organization from succumbing to inertia.

•  Upper Bound: Protects the organization from overextending during periods of prosperity. Over-expansion 

often leads to structural fragility, which is exposed when the environment shifts.

2. Empirical Creativity: Fire Bullets, Then Cannonballs

In high-uncertainty environments, 10Xers do not rely on grand, unproven theories. Instead, they utilize Empirical 

Creativity. This is a two-stage innovation process designed to validate hypotheses with minimal resource

expenditure before committing significant capital.

•  The Bullet: An empirical test characterized by low cost, low risk, and low distraction. It provides real-world 

data regarding a product, market, or strategy.

•  The Cannonball: A concentrated commitment of resources. A cannonball is only fired once a bullet has hit the 

target (i.e., provided empirical evidence of success).

3. Productive Paranoia: Leading Above the Death Line

Productive paranoia involves the constant hyper-vigilance regarding potential threats and the systematic building of

buffers. 10Xers operate with the assumption that conditions can and will turn for the worse at any moment. They

manage risk through three primary mechanisms:



1.  Building Cash Buffers: Maintaining high levels of liquidity (often 3x to 10x the industry average) to survive 

unexpected shocks.

2.  Bounding Risk: Categorizing risks into 'Death Line' risks (fatal), 'Asymmetric' risks (high downside, low 

upside), and 'Uncontrollable' risks.

3.  Zoom Out, Then Zoom In: A cognitive framework for sensing environmental changes and executing precise 

tactical adjustments.

Technical Analysis of the 20 Mile March Mechanics

The 20 Mile March is a mathematical approach to sustainable growth. To implement a 20 Mile March, an

organization must define a metric that is both challenging to achieve in difficult times and requires restraint during

boom times. The following table illustrates the performance variance between a 10Xer (Marcher) and a Comparison

company (Non-Marcher) over a simulated 10-year volatility cycle.



Year Market 
Condition

10Xer Growth 
(Capped at 
20%)

Comparison 
Co Growth 
(Uncapped)

10Xer 
Cumulative

Comparison 
Cumulative

1 Standard 20% 35% 120.0 135.0

2 Boom 20% 60% 144.0 216.0

3 Boom 20% 45% 172.8 313.2

4 Correction 15% (Attempted 
20%)

-40% 198.7 187.9

5 Recession 10% (Attempted 
20%)

-25% 218.6 140.9

6 Recovery 20% 15% 262.3 162.1

7 Standard 20% 25% 314.7 202.6

8 Boom 20% 55% 377.7 314.0

9 Shock 5% (Attempted 
20%)

-50% 396.6 157.0

10 Recovery 20% 20% 475.9 188.4

As demonstrated, the 10Xer's consistency and upper-bound restraintallow it to enter periods of crisis with

greater structural integrity, eventually resulting in a 250% higher cumulative valuation than the comparison

company, despite the comparison company having higher peaks.

The SMaC Recipe: Specific, Methodical, and Consistent

A crucial finding in Collins and Hansen's research is the SMaC Recipe. SMaC stands for Specific, Methodical, 

and Consistent. It is a set of durable operating practices that create a replicable formula for success. While a

strategy might change, a SMaC recipe remains remarkably stable over decades.

The Anatomy of a SMaC Recipe

A SMaC recipe is comprised of clear 'Do's' and 'Don'ts'. The technical purpose of the SMaC recipe is to reduce

cognitive load and decision-making friction during times of high stress. It provides an empirical anchor that prevents

the organization from overreacting to environmental noise.

•  Empirical Validation: Elements of the recipe are derived from what actually worked in the past, not from what 

'should' work.

•  High Durability: In the study, 10X companies changed only about 10-15% of their SMaC recipes over long 

periods, whereas comparison companies changed significantly more, often chasing the latest management fad.

•  The 10% Rule: 10Xers evolve through 'SMaC shifts'—incremental adjustments to 10% of the recipe while 

keeping 90% intact, ensuring evolution without loss of identity.

Quantifying the Return on Luck (ROL)



One of the most provocative aspects of Great by Choiceis the technical treatment of luck. Collins and Hansen

define a 'Luck Event' based on three criteria:

1.  Independence: The event is largely independent of the actions of the people involved.

2.  Significance: The event has a potentially significant consequence (good or bad).

3.  Unpredictability: The event is, at least in part, unpredictable.

The ROL Equation

The researchers found that 10Xers do not have 'more' luck than comparison companies. In fact, both groups 

experienced roughly the same amount of good and bad luck. The difference lies in the Return on Luck (ROL).

10Xers achieve a high ROL by:

•  Recognizing Luck: Identifying a luck event early through Productive Paranoia.

•  Executing on Luck: Applying Fanatic Discipline to capitalize on a positive luck event or mitigate a negative one.

•  Terminating Bad Luck: Using Empirical Creativity to pivot quickly when a 'bad luck' event threatens the 

enterprise.

Practical Implementation: A Field Guide for Leaders

Transitioning from theoretical understanding to operational execution requires a systematic approach. Below is a

procedural guide for implementing the Great by Choice framework within a technical or corporate environment.

Step 1: Define the 20 Mile March

Identify your primary performance metric. It must be within your control to achieve even in a 'Year from Hell' and 

must require discipline to restrain during a 'Year of Plenty'. Ensure the metric is transparent and measurable

across all departments.

Step 2: Bullet Calibration Audit

Analyze your current R&amp;D or project pipeline. Categorize each initiative. Are you firing 'Uncalibrated

Cannonballs' (large bets without empirical data)? Convert these into 'Bullets'. Conduct small-scale A/B tests or pilot

programs to gather empirical evidence before scaling.

Step 3: Establish the Death Line Cache

Conduct a financial stress test. Determine your 'Death Line'—the point at which the company ceases to be viable.

Determine the necessary liquidity (Cash/Equity/Credit) required to survive a 24-month catastrophic downturn. Build

this buffer immediately, treating it as a non-negotiable operational cost.

Step 4: Codify the SMaC Recipe

Gather your leadership team and analyze the history of your most successful projects. Identify the specific,

methodical practices that were present during those successes. Formalize these into a SMaC checklist. Audit every

major decision against this checklist to ensure consistency.

Comparative Analysis: 10Xers vs. Comparison Companies

The following table summarizes the behavioral differences identified in the research across the three core pillars

and the handling of luck.



Feature 10Xer Behavior Comparison Co Behavior

Discipline Fanatic; adheres to the 20 Mile March 
regardless of conditions.

Reactive; overextends in good times, 
collapses in bad times.

Innovation Empirical; fires bullets first to 
calibrate, then cannonballs.

Visionary/High-Risk; fires uncalibrated 
cannonballs based on 'gut'.

Risk Management Productive Paranoia; builds massive 
buffers; stays above the death line.

Complacency or Panic; operates with 
thin margins; ignores risks.

Change Management SMaC Recipe; 90% consistency with 
10% evolution.

Frequent pivots; chases trends; lacks 
a durable operational formula.

Return on Luck High; capitalizes on good luck and 
survives bad luck.

Low; wastes good luck and is crippled 
by bad luck.

Troubleshooting Common Failure Modes

Even with a clear framework, organizations often encounter operational 'friction' when attempting to implement 10X

disciplines. Below are common failure modes and their technical solutions.

Failure Mode A: 'The False Bullet'

Issue: Teams fire bullets but ignore the data if it contradicts their desired outcome, eventually firing a cannonball 

anyway.Solution: Establish a 'Data-First' gateway. A cannonball cannot be authorized unless the bullet achieves a 

pre-defined Statistical Significance Threshold (SST) . If the SST is not met, the project must be killed or the bullet

re-designed.

Failure Mode B: 'March Fatigue'

Issue: Employees become exhausted by the constant pressure of the 20 Mile March during difficult years.Solution:

 Emphasize the Upper Boundduring good years. The restraint shown during boom times is the 'credit' that buys

the organization the resilience needed during busts. Communicate this trade-off clearly to maintain morale.

Failure Mode C: 'SMaC Sclerosis'

Issue: The SMaC recipe becomes so rigid it prevents necessary adaptation to a changing market.Solution: 

Schedule an annual SMaC Audit. Specifically look for the 10% of the recipe that is no longer empirically valid. Use

'bullets' to test potential replacements for those outdated elements.

Executive Synthesis: The Strategic Advantage of Choice

The research presented in Great by Choice fundamentally shifts the paradigm of leadership from one of 

'personality' to one of 'process'. In an uncertain, chaotic, and luck-driven world, the most successful leaders are not 

those who can predict the future, but those who build organizations capable of navigating any future. By 

institutionalizing Fanatic Discipline, Empirical Creativity, and Productive Paranoia, an organization transforms from 

a fragile entity vulnerable to the whims of the market into a 10Xer that thrives becauseof the volatility, not just

despite it.

Ultimately, the transition to greatness is a choice. It is the choice to maintain a march when others are resting, to

test when others are guessing, and to prepare when others are celebrating. The technical rigor of the Great by



Choice framework provides the roadmap; the professional will of the leadership provides the engine. As the data

suggests, those who embrace these disciplines do not just survive the storm—they use the wind to accelerate past

their competition.
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