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The Wisdom of Good Enough
Organizations trip themselves up when they aspire to be "great" over "good."
It’s been suggested and often repeated that "good is the enemy of great." It’s one of those phrases that has intrinsic appeal and feels motivating. It’s also flawed - a shining example of how widely a statement can spread without being subjected to much scrutiny. Some declarations are harmless because their implications have little ability to impact anything that matters. This one is different because one of its obvious implications is to ignore the good and jump to the great. It suggests that troubling with good will destroy your chances for great.

You’ll never be great, the thinking goes, because you’re spending all your time mucking around down there in the mediocrity of good. Anyone content with "good enough" must be some sort of underachiever, after all. There are problems with this line of reasoning. It is generally impossible to move to greatness without first treading the path of good. Great athletes, artists and leaders are very rarely great all at once. It’s foundational. You build great on the firm footing of good enough. Here’s the bigger problem. The world runs on good enough. Great can throw rocks in the gears.

We are surrounded by things that are infused with a sense of great. Watch a hawk drop from the sky like a bullet to its prey and it conveys a breathtaking sense of something great. But look long enough and you’ll see the talons are often empty after many a perfect dive. Peel back the hawk to its constituent parts and you’re bound to find a compromise. Because hawks, like all living things, reflect the long accumulation of good enough across a changing field of mutable realities - drought, abundance and prey better evolved to avoid the talons of the hawk. The hawk doesn’t need to be great, doesn’t aspire to be great. It is designed to be good enough to stay in the hunt.

Good enough is shaped by unrelenting pressure for progress toward a higher level of fitness in a continuously shifting environment. It invariably involves trade-offs and compromises. Patching a crack in a dam doesn’t require a lot of concern for aesthetics. The thing just needs to hold. The situation won’t wait for great. In reality, most environments don’t afford the luxury of greatness. Things change too fast. Spending too much time seeking greatness is a sure path to becoming mismatched and irrelevant in a rapidly shifting landscape that leaves you behind. Better to be good enough moving quickly toward being good enough again, and then again and again.

The word dinosaur translates into fearfully great lizard. It also translates into eventually mismatched, irrelevant and gone. Well, not completely gone, because some dinosaurs compromised their way into the future and apparently became birds along the way. Some learned to fall from the sky like a rock.

When Charles Lindbergh made his historic flight across the Atlantic, his aircraft, The Spirit of St. Louis, was frail compared with those used by others competing for the Ortieg prize. The plane was built on a budget. There was no forward visibility because it lacked a windshield. And it had but one seat. There was no room for a copilot to provide relief during the 33-hour flight. The plane was good enough. Lindbergh had learned to barnstorm on a budget and understood what was good enough to stay safe.

One of the contenders to be the first across the Atlantic was polar explorer Richard Byrd. Byrd’s aircraft was one of the greatest of its time. Byrd was great. Lindbergh was good enough and so was his little plane. Byrd crash-landed on the coast of Normandy one month after Lindbergh reached Paris.
John Hopkins’ renowned surgeon Alfred Blalock once inspected the surgery completed by his legendary assistant Vivian Thomas, and after pausing for a moment looked up in wonder and remarked, "Vivian, this looks like something the Lord made." If the Lord had made it, the likelihood is that in His wisdom, He would not have made it perfect; He would have made it good enough.

Both Blalock and Thomas knew what most honest surgeons know - the human organism is infinitely complex and interconnected, consistent in general and unpredictable in its specifics, simultaneously robust and vulnerable. Push it and it may push back or fall to pieces. It represents an environment that is intolerant of the ambitions of great and delusions of perfect. It demands good enough - now. It requires the wisdom of a physician standing on the solid foundation of good, not the slippery slope of great.

One problem with great is that it gets wrapped up with perfect. Why strive to be good enough when you can aspire to be perfect? If you were that hawk, why not get the prey every time rather than ever settling for empty talons? What does it say about you as a person or as an organization if you’re sweating away to be good enough? Well, it might say that you’re pragmatic. That you’ve been down the path before, been tested and learned. 

At some level, the great and perfect without a foundation of good enough is either simple naiveté, arrogance or both. Only someone lacking in experience or blinded by ego could seriously try to lead toward greatness without acknowledging the fundamental importance of being good enough first. No child sprints from the womb. Every leader, whether egomaniac, pretender or real thing, crawled first, fell on his butt, then wobbled on the way to walking confidently to the podium.

To put great in perspective, it helps to ask a sobering question: "What does health care need most today, great or good enough?" For many of the folks I know - smart, dedicated, caring people - the answer would be good enough. They would suggest that what lies at the heart of some of health care’s most intractable challenges is a failure to get the "basics" right. Things like checking the label three times. Making sure a child is hydrated. Confirming that the surgery is conducted on the correct limb. Washing your hands. Talking to each other persistently and consistently. 

The basics are firmly positioned in the realm of the good, not the great. And at this juncture we can save many more lives with good enough than with great. It’s both frustrating and sad to hear leaders declaring their organizations are committed to being great when they haven’t bothered to get the basics right.

When we say something is great, what do we mean, after all? Great means something well beyond the ordinary. It is performance that has significant and lasting importance and that is worthy of admiration and emulation. But great is also a subjective thing. One person’s interpretation of great may be markedly different from another’s. Greatness is often well assessed only in retrospect. Because not only is importance often only discernable over time, so is the distinction between heroism and celebrity, truth and fraud, action and theatrics.

There has been no shortage of great organizations held forth for emulation. But how many have been good enough to be great? Great Sears once ruled retail. Great IBM once ruled computers. Great GM once ruled automobiles. When the Japanese attacked the American auto industry, they did it one loose brick at a time. The first Toyotas and Hondas into the United States were laughable, but eventually they came to embody strengths that took advantage of vulnerabilities where Detroit wasn’t good enough - things like fit and finish - the basics.

What undercut once-great organizations? Was it dwelling in the land of good enough? Or did they grow numb and lethargic in the rarified air of great? Each of them, once great enterprises, traveled through good to become great but then forgot what it takes to stay great. And what about Fannie Mae, Kroger and Gillette? They were touted as great enough, but were they ever good enough? Were they built to last or just embellished flashes in the pan?

How many organizations have truly been built to last? Use the century mark to set the parameters for lasting and you’ll come up with a pretty short list. General Electric is on the list. And so are several health care organizations, including Hopkins and Mayo. What characteristics do they have in common?

· They articulated a set of "good enough" principles early and stuck to them. GE has been about developing leaders. Hopkins has been about discovery. Mayo has been about putting the patient first. 

· They changed as the environment changed but never sacrificed their core principles. 

· They built and preserved greatness incrementally out of decades of accumulating good enoughs. 

Like the flight of Icarus, the pursuit of great can involve traveling dangerously close to the sun. When the wax on your wings melts, the outcome can be foretold for heroes and for organizations. And like Icarus, many flights of greatness are made more of myth than reality. In the end, the real enemy of great may be great.
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