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UNLOCKING TRANSFORMATIONAL
GROWTH: THE GOOD TO GREAT
DIAGNOSTIC TOOL BY JIM
COLLINS

What separates enduringly great
companies from merely good ones? That
is the foundational question Jim Collins
and his research team set out to answer
in their seminal work, Good to Great.
After years of rigorous analysis, they
uncovered a set of timeless principles
that define the leap from mediocrity to
excellence. But how can a modern
leader or entrepreneur apply these
findings to their own organization? Enter
the Good to Great Diagnostic Tool
Jim Collins conceptualized—a
structured framework for assessing
where your business stands and defining
the actionable steps needed to achieve
true greatness. This article explores the
diagnostic tool in depth, showing you
how to use it to evaluate your
organization’s alignment with the core
concepts that propelled companies like
Walgreens, Abbott, and Kimberly-Clark
from good to great.

Collins’s research that helps leaders ask
the right questions about their
organization’s culture, strategy, and
leadership. The tool is built around the
six key findings from the Good to Great
study: Level 5 Leadership, the Hedgehog
Concept, the Stockdale Paradox, the
Culture of Discipline, the Flywheel Effect,
and First Who, Then What. Each element
acts as a diagnostic lens.

When you apply the Good to Great
Diagnostic Tool Jim Collins describes,
you are essentially performing an
organizational audit. You examine
whether your leadership exemplifies the
humility and fierce resolve of a Level 5
leader. You test whether your company’s
strategy is rooted in a deep
understanding of what you can be best
in the world at, what drives your
economic engine, and what you are
deeply passionate about (the Hedgehog
Concept). You also assess whether your
culture encourages disciplined people to
take disciplined action, all while
maintaining an unwavering faith that
you will prevail—no matter how daunting
the challenges (the Stockdale Paradox).

WHY USE A DIAGNOSTIC TOOL
INSPIRED BY COLLINS?

WHAT IS THE GOOD TO GREAT
DIAGNOSTIC TOOL?

The Good to Great Diagnostic Tool is
not a single piece of software or a one-
size-fits-all checklist. Rather, it is a
conceptual framework derived from

Many business improvement frameworks
are complex, abstract, or require
external consultants to implement.
Collins’s diagnostic tool, however, is
grounded in empirical research. It
provides a systematic method for
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comparing your current state with the
characteristics of the companies that
made the leap to greatness. Using it
helps you identify gaps, prioritize
changes, and sustain momentum.
Organizations that have used this tool
report greater clarity on strategic focus,
better alignment among teams, and the
ability to resist the temptation to chase
fads.

The Power of
Self-Assessment

Before you can improve, you must
understand your baseline. The Good to
Great Diagnostic Tool encourages
honest self-assessment. It forces you to
confront uncomfortable truths—Ilike
whether you have the right people in the
right seats before you decide on the
direction. It also prevents the common
mistake of trying to implement “great”
practices without first establishing a
foundation of discipline and leadership.

CORE COMPONENTS OF THE
GOOD TO GREAT DIAGNOSTIC
TOOL

To use the diagnostic tool effectively,
you must understand its six major
components. Each corresponds to a
chapter in the book and a critical step in
the journey from good to great.

1. Level 5
Leadership: The
Humble Yet

Willful Leader

Diagnostic questions for Level 5
Leadership include: Does your leadership
display personal humility combined with
intense professional will? Do leaders
credit others for success and take full
responsibility for failures? Are they
ambitious for the company, not for
themselves? If your organization suffers
from charismatic but ego-driven leaders
who leave no succession plan, you have
a Level 5 deficit. The diagnostic tool
helps you identify where you need to
cultivate or recruit leaders with these
qualities.

2. First Who,
Then What:
Getting the Right
People on the
Bus

Collins found that great companies start
by getting the right people on board and
the wrong people off—before deciding
on strategy. The diagnostic tool asks: Do
you rigorously select talent based on
character and capability rather than just
skills? Are your best people in the most
critical roles? Do you have a culture
where the right people are self-
motivated and require little supervision?
This component often reveals that
companies spend too much time
motivating people who shouldn't be
there.

2 Good To Great Diagnostic Tool Jim Collins

2026-07-03



Good To Great Diagnostic Tool Jim Collins 3

3. Confront the

Brutal Facts (The
Stockdale

Paradox)

Admiral James Stockdale’s story
illustrates the need to maintain
unwavering faith that you will prevail
while facing the most brutal facts of your
current reality. Diagnostic questions: Do
you create a culture where people can
speak openly about problems? Are you
able to distinguish between denial and
faith? Do you have mechanisms (like red
flag meetings) to surface uncomfortable
data? The diagnostic tool often uncovers
organizational cultures that avoid reality,
leading to poor decisions.

4. The Hedgehog
Concept: Three
Overlapping
Circles

This is arguably the most powerful
diagnostic element. The Hedgehog
Concept asks: What can you be the best
in the world at? What drives your
economic engine (the single best
metric)? What are you deeply passionate
about? The diagnostic tool helps you
map your company’s current activities
against these three circles. Many
organizations discover they are dabbling
in areas where they cannot be the best,
diluting their focus. For example, a small
manufacturing firm might realize that its

passion and economic engine lie in
bespoke, high-end products, not in
competing on price with mass producers.

5. Culture of
Discipline:
Disciplined
People, Thought,
and Action

Discipline in a great company is not
about bureaucracy; it's about consistent
adherence to a clear set of values and
strategies. Diagnostic questions: Do your
systems encourage disciplined thought
over rule compliance? Are employees
empowered to act within a consistent
framework? Do you have a “stop doing”
list as well as a “to-do” list? The tool
helps you evaluate whether your
organization relies on strict controls or
on self-discipline and shared purpose.

6. Technology
Accelerators:
Using Tech as an
Accelerator, Not
a Creator of
Momentum

Finally, the diagnostic tool examines how
you view technology. Great companies
use technology to accelerate momentum




already created by the first five
components. They do not chase
technology fads. Ask: Do you adopt new
technologies only after they align with
your Hedgehog Concept? Are you
selective about digital transformation
investments?

HOW TO CONDUCT A GOOD TO
GREAT DIAGNOSTIC USING THE
TOOL

Implementing the Good to Great
Diagnostic Tool Jim Collins advocated
involves a structured process. It can be
led by an internal team or an external
facilitator. Here is a step-by-step guide:

e Step 1: Assemble a diverse
leadership team. Include people
from different functions and levels
to get a holistic view.

e Step 2: Assign a score for each
component. On a scale of 1 to 5,
rate your organization on Level 5
Leadership, First Who, Brutal
Facts, Hedgehog, Discipline
Culture, and Technology. Provide
concrete examples to justify each
score.

e Step 3: Identify the biggest
gaps. Compare your scores with
the characteristics of good-to-
great companies. Where is the
delta largest? Focus your energy
there.

e Step 4: Create an action plan
for each gap. For example, if
your Hedgehog Concept is fuzzy,
set up three workshops to define
your “best in the world”
competency.

e Step 5: Revisit the diagnostic
quarterly. The tool is a living
framework. Track progress and
recalibrate as needed.

Real-World
Application: A
Case Study

Consider a mid-sized logistics company
that used the diagnostic tool. They rated
high on discipline but low on the
Hedgehog Concept. Their leaders
realized they were offering a wide range
of services—from warehousing to freight
brokerage—without excelling at any one.
By applying the three circles, they
discovered they could be best in the
world at temperature-controlled supply
chain for pharmaceuticals. That became
their Hedgehog. They divested non-core
businesses and invested in cold-chain
technology. Within three years, their
revenue per employee doubled. The
diagnostic tool was the catalyst for that
strategic clarity.

COMMON PITFALLS WHEN USING
THE DIAGNOSTIC TOOL

While the Good to Great Diagnostic
Tool Jim Collins framework is powerful,
organizations often make mistakes.
Being aware of these can enhance
effectiveness.

* Treating it as a one-time
exercise: Greatness requires
relentless iteration. The diagnostic
must be repeated annually.

e Ignoring the “First Who"”
component: Many leaders rush to
strategy before assessing their
team. The tool reminds you that
people come first.

e Confusing the Hedgehog
Concept with a mission
statement: The Hedgehog is not
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a slogan; it's a deep strateqic
understanding based on data and
introspection.

e Focusing only on one
component: The six elements
work together as a system. A
company with a great Hedgehog
but no Level 5 leadership will
struggle.

INTEGRATING THE DIAGNOSTIC
TOOL WITH MODERN
MANAGEMENT PRACTICES

Today’s business environment is faster
and more uncertain than when Collins
published his research. Yet the principles
remain remarkably relevant. The
diagnostic tool can be combined with
agile frameworks, OKRs, or balanced
scorecards. For instance, you can set
annual OKRs that directly address gaps
identified by the diagnostic—like
improving your ability to confront brutal
facts by implementing a monthly “red
flag” review. The tool also aligns well
with digital transformation strategies by
ensuring technology choices are
grounded in the Hedgehog Concept
rather than hype.

The Role of the
Flywheel Effect

Although not a separate diagnostic item,
the Flywheel Effect is the cumulative
result of applying all six components.
The diagnostic tool helps you see
whether your efforts are building
momentum or spinning your wheels. If
you find that small improvements are
not leading to bigger wins, it may
indicate that one of the key components
is missing. For example, without a
Culture of Discipline, the flywheel will

slow down.

BENEFITS OF USING THE GOOD
TO GREAT DIAGNOSTIC TOOL

Organizations that consistently apply
this diagnostic report several benefits:

e Strategic clarity: They know
exactly where to focus their
limited resources.

e Improved talent retention:
Having the right people on the bus
reduces turnover.

» Resilience during downturns:
The Stockdale Paradox prepares
them to face adversity with faith
and realism.

e Sustained performance: The
diagnostic prevents the common
pattern of short-lived improvement
followed by decline.

CONCLUSION

The Good to Great Diagnostic Tool
Jim Collins introduced through his
research is more than a theoretical
construct—it is a practical, action-
oriented framework for achieving lasting
excellence. By systematically evaluating
your organization against the six
principles of Level 5 Leadership, First
Who Then What, Confronting Brutal
Facts, the Hedgehog Concept, Culture of
Discipline, and Technology Accelerators,
you can identify the specific changes
needed to make the leap from good to
great. Whether you are a startup
founder, a nonprofit executive, or a
corporate leader, this diagnostic tool
provides a roadmap that cuts through
complexity. Embrace its discipline,
confront your realities, and build the
kind of organization that not only
succeeds but endures. The journey may
be challenging, but as Collins showed us,



the answer to “good to great” lies within  your reach—if you have the courage to
diagnose and act.
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