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An American icon has been teetering on bankruptcy—Kodak.  Founded in 1889, the company name 
was changed to Eastman Kodak in 1892.  Kodak invented the first folding camera, the first pocket 
camera and, in 1900, the Brownie—a camera that made picture making accessible to the masses.  
Kodak even invented the digital camera in 1975.  The darling of Wall Street, it was added as one of the 
thirty Dow Jones companies in 1930.  

But, by 2000 it was in financialBut, by 2000 it was in financial
trouble.  It was removed from the
Dow in 2004; removed from the
S&P 500 in 2010.  Even as late as
late August, 2012, Kodak indicated
it would “sell its consumer film,
photo kiosks and commercial scanner
businesses as it continues an extendedbusinesses as it continues an extended
effort to auction its digital-imaging
patents.  The transactions would leave 
odak selling consumers only inkjet
printers,  and film only to commercial
customers including the movie
industry.” (1)

WhatWhat went wrong at Eastman Kodak?  In a Harvard Business Review case study, several strategic 
mistakes were cited by the authors. (2)  Kodak chose a rational over a more creative corporate strategy.  
They opted for an evolutionary change process when a revolutionary one was required given the rapid 
entrants of major competitors, particularly in Asia.  They become resource driven (thinking inside out) 
rather than market-driven (thinking outside in).  Finally, they opted for a competitive approach when 
marketplace success required a more cooperative or partnership approach.  In the summary, the 
authorsauthors note that running through all of Kodak’s strategic errors was their failure to nurture the culture 
that made them originally great--generative, entrepreneurial, adaptive and learning oriented.  

The jury is still out on Kodak.  Yet, imbedded in the sad story of their demise is strong evidence of how 
changing organizations need both a competitive strategy and practice that implants non-stop learning 
into their culture.  Let’s examine a company that did make learning a competitive advantage.

Mentor-Leaders:  
Making Learning a 
Competitive Strategy



The transistor was invented in the early 1950’s.  Most electronics makers knew the invention would 
revolutionize their industry. All knew it would take time to retrofit factories to incorporate the new 
technology.  The late Malcolm Knowles, father of adult learning, often told a little known anecdote 
about Ibuka.  While most manufacturers focused on the technology, Ibuka lead Sony to focus on the 
new knowledge required of employees.  Sony began training employees in an array of topics, many 
unrelated to engineering—flower arranging, painting, auto mechanics—subjects not likely to be today 
approved under most company’s tuition refund policies!  

WhenWhen transistor applications were introduced, Sony’s employees--already in the habit of learning-
-were able to learn faster than competitive organizations.  And, they quickly gained worldwide domi-
nance in electronics.  While many factors contributed to their success, CEO Ibuka attributed much to 
learning.  Ibuka knew that learning was a skill; the more employees learned, the better learners they 
became.  Continuous learning would make them more adaptive to new ways of manufacturing.

“The ability to learn faster than your competitors may be your only sustainable competitive advantage,” 
wrote Arie de Gues in his Harvard Business Review article, “Planning as Learning.” (3) His quote is not 
about the ease of reverse engineering or the simplicity of copying practices.  It is about the impact that 
continuous learning has on an organization’s competitiveness.

TheThe benefits of organized learning are widely known.  Learning is a tool to gain and retain talent, a 
morale improver, an instrument for team building, and a way to heighten production--the path to 
increased profits and enhanced growth.  It is also a primary building block for innovation. According to 
the Hal Gregersen, Clayton Christenson and Jeff Dyer, authors of The Innovators DNA, the five skills of 
common among leaders of the most innovative companies are questioning, observing, networking, 
experimenting and drawing connections among unrelated fields--all precepts of effective learning. (4)  

MakingMaking learning a competitive strategy takes a new breed of leaders who are change allies, not just 
change advocates.  Change allies have the heart of a mentor-- ferociously driven to inspire, influence 
and instigate personal and professional growth in their associates.  Mentor-leaders bring out the very 
best in others.  They create a compelling purpose, celebrate failing “on purpose,” act as wisdom boot-
leggers, model a zeal for learning and are quick to “purple” their associates.   

Mentor-Leaders Bring out the Best

Lockheed-Martin depends on super-bright, highly creative engineers to make the necessary break-
throughs in air defense that ensure long term military preparedness.  Their victory in the intensely 
fought battle for the coveted Joint Strike Fighter project, the richest government contract in U.S. 
history, came from showing uncommon curiosity about their customer’s needs, expectations, hopes, 
and aspirations.

“We did two important things,” reported Lockheed’s Lean Sigma program director Mike Joyce, after 



winning the $200 billion project that competitor Boeing had hoped to win.  “We found ways to get 
inside our customers’ heads by teaching our people to be relentlessly inquisitive.  We staged countless 
focus groups with contractors and customers to unearth their blunt honesty on ‘the good, the bad, and 
the ugly.’  But we also fueled that ‘expectation expedition’ by conveying high expectations to our 
people.  Some would say we won the JSF contract because we truly believed we would.”

GreatGreat mentor-leaders know that effective learning entails a pursuit of excellence.  They use the philoso-
phy: if you want something to grow, pour champagne on it.  They focus on the effect they are trying to 
create, not on the set of tasks they are supposed to “check off.”  It’s much like empowerment. Leaders 
don’t embed power; they remove the barriers to power. They don’t motivate, they create conditions 
that help employees motivate themselves. In much the same way, great mentor-leaders don’t merely 
recognize or appreciate; they nourish spirit by whatever means necessary. The by-product of growth is 
enhanced employee self-esteem, confidence, pride, and commitment.  

Mentor-Leaders Communicate a Compelling PurposeMentor-Leaders Communicate a Compelling Purpose

AA stroll through Universal Studios Hollywood with theme park president Larry Kurzweil says a lot about 
his purpose-driven priorities.  He warmly greets guests, asks if they are having a great time, and picks 
up trash.  Bill Marriott, Chairman of Marriott Corporation, is passionate about the nobility of service to 
hotel guests.  It is not unusual for a hotel guest to get zealously queried about their experience by 
Marriott in the hotel lobby or elevator.  Kurzweil and Marriott both know that observation is more 
powerful than conversation--what people see leaders do is more important than what they hear 
leaders say.  

Mentor-leadersMentor-leaders remember that effective learning is purposeful learning.  Mentor-leaders demonstrate 
their passion for purposeful learning by constantly asking questions of managers and employees 
about the customers’ experience, progress on projects and adventures in new business.  And, the 
query is borne of sincere interest and deep curiosity, not a “checkup” inquisition. They look for every 
opportunity to learn and to communicate to employees through their actions that searching for what 
is unknown is as important and valuable as acting on what is known.  Most importantly, the theme of 
their questions always reflects a clear, compelling vision and purpose.

AA culture that values curiosity is one that is inventive and exciting.  Walk into the headquarters of USAA 
in San Antonio, Apple in Cupertino, CA, or Lockheed Martin in Fort Worth and you can feel the heat of 
originality cooking in the organizational oven.  What you later learn in these settings is that you are in 
a place with an everlasting focus on perpetual growth.  The popular label for this environment is a 
“learning organization.”  A more accurate description is a “discovering organization.”  “Learning” can 
imply the act of adding or increasing to what’s already there; “discovering” means uncovering or 
finding.  Discovering suggests an active search and a deliberate exploration.  



Mentor-Leaders Celebrate Failing “On Purpose”

Activision Blizzard was selected by Forbes Magazine as one of the twenty-five most innovative compaActivision Blizzard was selected by Forbes Magazine as one of the twenty-five most innovative compa-
nies in America.  CEO Robert Kotick describes one of the reasons for their success.  "The most impor-
tant thing we do to encourage innovation is give people the freedom to fail...We really spend a lot of 
time upfront with our audiences...to really try and draw out from that what it is they would like to 
play...And if we disappoint their expectation, I think we are a very good learning organization, really 
digging deep into understanding why it didn't work."  (5)

Mentor-leaders know that all mastery is preceded by error and mistake.  Celebrating “failing on 
purpose” means not only encouraging deliberate risk taking—a necessary correlate to learning—it 
means risks that are consistent with a vision or purpose.  No one gains from reckless or foolhardy 
efforts.  And, the core of such leader affirmation of gallant effort with an imperfect outcome is the 
delivery of praise without rebuke.  

OneOne of Chip’s first jobs out of college was as a management trainee in a bank.  He started his rotational 
training program working as a teller. After he had mastered that job, the branch manager assigned him 
to train a new teller—a woman twenty years his senior who had just come from another bank. She was 
also someone who appeared to have used up her supply of smiles in the job interview.

ArmedArmed with a new college degree and a grand total of thirty-four days of work experience, Chip thought 
he was hot stuff. But his freshman attempts at affirmation came to a screeching halt when he placed a 
loud “but . . .” at the end of a compliment he delivered about the woman’s work. She slowly rose to her 
feet and coldly looked him over from head to toe. “Young man, you can never boss me! I was bossing 
when you were just a gleam in your father’s eye.” With that declaration, she marched into the branch 
manager’s office and demanded a transfer. Chip never dreamed that one single word—“but”—could 
render an attempt to affirm so ineffective and inflammatory.  Mentor Leaders affirm unconditionally.render an attempt to affirm so ineffective and inflammatory.  Mentor Leaders affirm unconditionally.

Mentor-Leaders are Wisdom Bootleggers

Mentor-Leaders find borrowed or bootlegged ways to foster learning.  The traditional definition of 
bootlegging is the act of transporting and selling illegal moonshine, particularly prevalent during prohi-
bition.  The modern day application includes operating outside the traditional organizational structure 
to create an innovative outcome.  Famous examples of companies that follow bootlegging practices 
include Hewlett-Packard where employees are allowed to spend up to 20% of their work time in 
personal projects related to the company's business.  Google’s Gmail and AdSense as well as 3M’s 
Post-it notes were all byproducts of this very “skunkworks” orientation.

The concept of wisdom bootlegging incorporates the insights of former Harvard professor Chris 
Argyris framed in his 1991 Harvard Business Review article “Teaching Smart People How to Learn.” (6) 
Argyris found the biggest obstacle to change and growth in organization was the wall of certainty that 



enveloped leaders leading them to act as if they knew everything. Wisdom bootleggers promote the 
opposite of certainty—assertive vulnerability.  “Once you've figured out what you want to do, find 
someone who has done it before,” says Starbucks founder and CEO Howard Schultz. “With the right 
mentor, don't be afraid to expose your vulnerabilities. Admit you don't know what you don't know. 
When you acknowledge your weaknesses and ask for advice, you'll be surprised at how much others 
will help.” (7)

WisdomWisdom bootleggers nurture an atmosphere of openness to conflicting and opposing views.  “The 
greatest obstacle to discovery is not ignorance,” wrote Daniel Boorstin, “It is the illusion of knowledge.”  
Tom Peters advised creating a list of people to help challenge your thinking—he labeled it “freaks on 
call.”  “Borrow a few inventors, explorers, and magicians to attend your meetings,” he suggested. (8) 
Wisdom bootleggers challenge conventional thinking.  

“Innovators“Innovators ask provocative questions that challenge the status quo,” wrote the authors of The Innova-
tors DNA.  “They observe the world like anthropologists to detect new ways of doing things.  They 
network with people who do not look or think like them to gain (borrow) radically different perspec-
tives.  They experiment relentlessly to test new ideas and try out new experiences.  Finally, these 
behaviors trigger new associations which let them to connect the unconnected, thereby producing 
disruptive ideas.”  (9)  

Mentor-Leaders Are Zealous Learners

Mentor-leaders must be first and foremost active and zealous learners.  Rosebeth Moss Kantor, profes-
sor at Harvard Business School, says: “Leaders are more powerful role models when they learn than 
when they teach.”  It is not about being a proponent of learning, but rather a practitioner.  When 
leaders model that learning is a priority it signals the organization is adaptable.  

WhenWhen former CEO Jack Welch led the transformation of General Electric, he turned to his CLO, Noel 
Tichy, to position their Corporate Learning Center as the venue for their infamous “work-out” session 
(their term for action learning).  Welch was not just an advocate, he served on the faculty.  Noel Tichy 
would later write in his book, Crotonville:  A Staging Ground for Corporate Revolution, “Radically altering 
the genetic code of a large successful corporation requires revolutionary action.  The work-out 
sessions served as a tonic in achieving that end.”  (10)

FolksingerFolksinger Bob Dylan sang “He who is not busy being born is busy dying.”  While Dylan directed his 
lyrics at people and the need for change, the sentiment applies to organizations.  Without the pursuit 
of learning hardwired into its DNA, the organization lacks the capacity to adjust, renew, and progress.  
Without the heart of a learner woven into the organization’s culture, employees miss the nuances of 
“my iceberg is melting” (a la Kotter) or “my cheese has been moved” (a la Johnson).  Without the curios-
ity of a learner, the organization risks simply herding sheep and babysitting sleepwalkers. And, that 
pervasive learning allegiance starts with mentor-leaders.



Mentor-Leaders “Purple” Their Associates

IfIf you spend time with young granddaughters you quickly learn the really big deal importance of 
purple.  We all know “pink” is a girl color.  But, purple is a princess (or prince) color—a hue of nobility.  
A quick look at the history of purple will teach you the reason for its early association with royalty. 
Purple was very expensive in antiquity since the dye was made from a secretion produced by a rare 
species of snail.  According to the 4th century BC historian Theopompus, "Purple for dyes fetched its 
weight in silver in Asia Minor.” 

TheThe word “purple” is a noun...”Have you read the book, The Color Purple?”  Purple is also an 
adjective...”She is wearing a purple hat.”  For granddaughters with an undying desire to be a princess, 
it is also a verb...”I will purple you with my wand.”  Think of it as the six year-old version of knighting 
someone.  After you are “purpled” you are to be always treated as a prince or princess.  It is somewhat 
like rockers Elton John, Mick Jagger or Paul McCartney forever dropping the title “Mister” in front of 
their names after Queen Elizabeth did her version of purpleing.  Associates are the princes and prin-
cesses of your bottom line and reputation.  

Mentor-leaders “purple” their associates by always treating them with dignity, respect and regal-ness.  
Purpleing associates means creating work processes that ensure red carpet ease not a thorn-filled 
path of excess effort, unexpected dissonance, and policies written in the language of distrust.  Purple-
ing includes caring about associates as special people not simply as subjects who are but a means to 
revenue.  Purpleing requires nurturing a setting of spirit and playfulness—the emotional venue most 
supportive of learning.

BeingBeing a purpler includes being the ambassador of happy.  Mentor-leaders look for ways to shake up 
the place with quirky events, silly signs, and celebrative occasions.  They are honest, genuine and 
unpretentious.  And, they constantly seek the means, moments, and methods to convey gratitude, 
encouragement and affirmation for greatness.  They never forget the sentiment of psychologist and 
philosopher William James when he wrote: “The deepest craving of human nature is the need to feel 
valued.”

***

ArcheologistsArcheologists excavating the pyramids discovered wheat seeds that dated back to around 2500 BC.  As 
in the tradition of antiquity, the seeds were there for the dead Pharaoh to eat if he got hungry.  The find 
was important because it would enable scientists to determine what variety of wheat was in use in the 
ancient world and could be invaluable for engineering new types of wheat.  Out of curiosity the scien-
tists planted the 4500 year old wheat seed in fertile soil and an amazing thing happened.  The wheat 
seeds grew!  The promise that organizational leaders make to their stakeholders is that in the 
end...”their seeds will grow!”



Chip R. Bell is founder and senior partner with the Chip Bell Group and the author or co-author of 
several best-selling books including Wired and Dangerous and Take Their Breath Away.  His consulting 
firm has worked with many Fortune 100 companies helping them create an innovation-driven culture.  

Marshall Goldsmith was recognized as the #1 leadership thinker in the world at the biannual Thinkers 
50 ceremony sponsored by the Harvard Business Review.  He is the million-selling author or editor of 
thirty-two books, including the New York Times and Wall Street Journal bestsellers MOJO and What Got 
You Here Won’t Get You There.

Bell and Goldsmith are co-authors of the just released third edition of Bell and Goldsmith are co-authors of the just released third edition of Managers as Mentors.
They can be reached at www.managersasmentors.com.

*The final version of this article was published in Leader to Leader Magazine, Issue #69 (Summer, 2013)
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