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Mastering the Rockefeller Habits, Verne Harnish (2012)  

The fundamentals of creating a great business are 
the same for parenting great kids: a few rules, repeat your-
self a lot, and act consistently with those rules. Priorities, 
data, and rhythm are helpful. Find your “x” factor; the 
chokepoint in your business model and industry-- then gain 
control of that chokepoint. For Rockefeller, it was transpor-
tation costs, which is why he was heavily involved with 
railroads.       

Define 2 points in time--where you plan to be in 
10-25 years and what you have to do in the next 90 days. 
Defining a simple long-term vision and a handful of pri-
orities for the next quarter are the 2 most important deci-
sions a business leader makes. Keep everything stupidly 
simple—your strategies, plans, decisions, and systems. The 
best data is firsthand. To illustrate the importance of having 
only a few priorities, Bill Gates, over 20 years ago set the 
company vision: a computer on every desk in every home. 
As that came close to completion he came up with a new 
one: empower people through great software—any time, 
any place and on any device. What you’re planning to do 
really matters to your existing and potential customers and 
differentiates you from your competition. Add the ability to 
become the best at implementing this strategy. 
 Three fundamental barriers to growth are the need 
for: the executive team to grow as leaders in their abilities 
to delegate and predict; systems and structures to handle 
the complexity that comes with growth; navigate the in-
creasingly tricky market dynamics that mark arrival in a 
large marketplace. If you can’t afford the people to run the 
business for you, then all you have is a job, not a business.  

Both systems and structures are logical responses 
to complexity. Hires from much larger companies brought 
with them the systems that one business owner didn’t 
have—things like salary schedules, performance evalua-
tions, information systems, and strategic-planning process. 
The ultimate goal of structures and systems is predictabil-
ity. This becomes more difficult as revenues and stake in-
crease. So, the tolerance of the system has to tighten up as 
the company grows. 

How do you keep everyone aligned and reading off 
the same page? Themes create focus and fun, but what 
makes a quarterly goal achievable is a daily and weekly 
rhythm aimed at keeping everyone informed, aligned, and 
accountable. One of the most successful practices is a daily 
huddle—no more than 15 minutes per group—in an area 
where the walls are mapped with the top priorities, core 
values, metric charts, and market data. Typically, company 
meetings run 10 minutes with a routine of reporting the 
numbers, highlighting bottlenecks or goal achievements, 
and taking off-line any problem solving.  

The 2 most important attributes of effective leaders 
are their abilities to predict and delegate. Getting others to 
do something as good or better than yourself is one of the 
hardest aspects of leadership, but necessary if you’re going 
to grow the business. Successful delegation starts with 
choosing the right person. One great person can replace 3 
good people. Delegation is a 4-step process to pinpoint the 
task, create a measurement system to monitor progress, 
provide feedback, and then give out appropriate recognition 
and reward.  

Processes are like garages and hallway closets--
they become messy over time and require regular attention. 
On matrix organizations: most people should be accounta-
ble to the business unit leader; the role of the functional 
leader is to coach and bring best practices into the organiza-
tion.  

The market makes you look either smart or dumb. 
When it’s going your way, it covers up a lot of mistakes. 
When fortunes reverse, all your weaknesses seem to be ex-
posed. The basic measures of a business are revenue, gross 
margin, profit, and cash. From start-up to the first $1mn in 
revenue, the key driver is revenue--the focus is on getting 
interest in the marketplace. Between $1mn and $10mn add 
cash concerns. By $50mn in revenue, an organization is ex-
pected to accurately predict profitability. The number one 
function of a leader is the ability to predict.    

Training and development increase loyalty and op-
erational excellence. Massive amounts do both well. The 
firms that get the best people get a lot of people applying 
for each position. “A” people surround themselves with 
“A” people, so go only to your “A” network of friends. Put 
together a 2-paragraph summary describing your firm, the 
position, and the kind of person you want to hire. You lead 
people and manage their activities—you don’t manage peo-
ple. Design several of your questions and assessments to 
test the candidates’ alignment with your core values.  

Three activities are at the heart of all business: 
Making or Buying, Selling, and Keeping Good Records. 
This mirrors the primary top executive functions of COO, 
VP of Sales and Marketing, and CFO, respectively, with 
the CEO serving as their leader.  

Priorities alternate among these 6: get, keep, or 
grow; and better, faster, or cheaper. Advance only one area 
at a time—giving momentum to one provides momentum 
to all.  https://gazelles.com website supports all.  

SWOT analysis—Strengths, Weaknesses, Oppor-
tunities, and Threats--may start strategic planning. Your 
Core Values are the constitution upon which the rest of the 
vision is built. All firms have an unwritten set of values—
write yours down. www.jimcollins.com provides free tuto-
rials.  

https://gazelles.com/
http://www.jimcollins.com/
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The Strategic Plan is 1% vision and 99% align-
ment. A strong culture driven by a few rules (core values) 
make leading people much easier. To form your strategic 
plan, form a Mission to Mars. Each individual is to come 
up with 5 employees to send to Mars. Which 5 best convey 
the good things about your company through their actions? 
Determine the top 3. Who are they? How do they go about 
their work? What do customers and co-workers say about 
them? Why are they important or valuable to the organiza-
tion? As you record what’s being said, you’ll begin to see 
themes and patterns emerge. The key is not what the core 
values are--but that you have them at all. As you get closer 
to finding the right words and ideas to describe your com-
pany’s core values, the energy level of the room will begin 
to rise. When alignment happens, the company thrives.  

A little bit of story and legend cement the CEO 
and employee. Start a tradition of corporate story-telling 
and incorporate storytelling wherever it fits into your man-
agement strategy. Start by making it a practice at your 
monthly or quarterly all-employee meetings to share a story 
from the past month or quarter that represents a core value. 
You gain a new source of corporate stories and legends 
each time a reward or recognition is given that highlights a 
core value. Your core values are the most obvious source of 
quarterly or annual themes.  Ask your employees to audit 
the firm’s alignment (or non-alignment) with a particular 
core value. CEOs can repeat core values endlessly without 
seeming ridiculous—so long as they are relevant and mean-
ingful to their employees. When you reprimand or praise, 
refer to a core value. Every company that’s gaining sales 
and influence in quantum leaps takes the time to figure out 
its values. 

“In 20 minutes,” Ivy Lee told Charles Schwab, 
“I’ll show you how to get your organization doing at least 
50% more. You pay me what it’s worth.” He had Schwab 
write down and prioritize his 6 most important tasks to 
complete in the next business day. “Put the list in your 
pocket and take it out tomorrow and start working on num-
ber one. Look at that item every 15 minutes until it’s done. 
Then move on to the next, and the next. Don’t be con-
cerned if you’ve only finished 2 or 3, or even one, by quit-
ting time. You’ll be working on the most important ones, 
and the others can wait.” Two weeks later, Lee received a 
check for $25,000—a king’s ransom in those days. In an 
accompanying note, Schwab said it was the most profitable 
lesson he’d ever learned—the power of focus. 

Once you’ve determined your company’s Top 5 
and Top 1 of 5, each of your executives must determine his 
Top 5 and Top 1 of 5. Make this list the basis of a perfor-
mance appraisal process. Continue to cascade this down the 
organization until you reach everyone.  

There are at least 7 different forms of intelligence: 
Verbal/Linguistic, Visual/Spatial, Bodily/Kinesthetic, Mu-
sical/Rhythmic, Interpersonal, and Intrapersonal.  

What makes people hate their jobs and non-pro-
ductive, complaint-happy deadwood is recurring problems 
and hassles. To get started, ask your employees: what 
should we start doing, what should we stop doing, and 
what should we keep doing? The key is to get raw, unedited 
data. Ask “Why” several times. Use short, punchy meetings 
with structure, time limits, and a specific agenda.  

Everybody in a growing company should be in 
some kind of 5-15 minute huddle daily. Casual encounters 
fail to take advantage of the 3 most powerful tools a leader 
has in getting team performance: peer pressure, collective 
intelligence, and clear communication. Set the time irregu-
larly—every day at 8:08am, for example. The agenda 
should be what’s up, daily measures, and where are you 
stuck? Applying energy anywhere but the sticking point is 
a waste. Busy, productive people who are doing anything 
of consequence get stuck regularly. Each weekly meeting 
starts with 5 minutes of good-news stories from everyone. 
They could be personal or professional in nature, the more 
fun the better. End your weekly meeting by asking each at-
tendee to sum up with a word or phrase of reaction.  

Master the brand promise. Example: “we deliver 
with the least amount of hassle.”  

 
[The fundamentals of creating a great business are 

the same for parenting great kids: a few rules, repeat your-
self a lot, and act consistently with those rules. When align-
ment happens, the company thrives. The ultimate goal of 
structures and systems is predictability. Start a tradition of 
corporate story-telling. Training and development increase 
loyalty and operational excellence. Massive amounts do 
both well.] 

 
 

 


