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A Paradox In
Plain Sight

Leadership development represents 
a $366 billion global industry, yet 58% 
of managers receive no management 
training¹. This paradox reveals some-
thing profound: organizations aren’t 
struggling because they lack invest-
ment in leadership; they’re struggling 
because they’re betting on the wrong 
approach.

The evidence is stark. Research an-
alyzing 410 companies across eight 
industries found that highly aligned 
organizations grow revenue 58% fast-
er and achieve 72% higher profitability 
than misaligned peers². Meanwhile, 
organizations consistently report that 
their primary challenge isn’t strategy, 
technology, or market conditions; it’s 
ineffective leadership.

The fundamental problem is this:  
We keep hoping for naturally gifted 

leaders instead of developing a lead-

ership system that scales.

This distinction between hoping for 
talent and building systems became 
crystal clear when Alan Mulally re-
ceived a call that would put this very 
principle to the test.
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It Started On 
Tuesday...

Mulally sat in his Boeing office on a 
Tuesday, watching rain streak down 
his Seattle windows, with thirty-seven 
years of aerospace engineering be-
hind him. Ford’s board chairman was 
asking him to do the impossible: save 
America’s second-largest automaker 
from bankruptcy.
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The situation was dire. Ford was hemor-
rhaging $12.7 billion annually. The stock had 
plummeted 75% in five years. Employees 
were demoralized, dealers were defecting, 
and analysts were writing obituaries for the 
company. GM and Chrysler would soon need 
government bailouts.

What made Mulally’s subsequent success re-
markable wasn’t his automotive expertise; he 
had none. His background was in aerospace. 
What he possessed instead was something 
more valuable: a combination of routines and 
competencies that we refer to as the Leader-
ship Operating System.

By 2014, Ford achieved $6.3 billion in pre-tax 
profit. The stock doubled during Mulally’s 
eight-year tenure, rising 1,640% from its crisis 
low. Unlike GM and Chrysler, Ford avoided a 
government bailout entirely. This transforma-
tion didn’t happen through charismatic inspi-
ration or industry genius; it happened through 
a methodical system of leadership strategies.
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LeaderOS: The System 
Built for Leaders

After analyzing patterns from leaders 
worldwide who consistently deliver 
extraordinary results, including Mulally, 
we’ve distilled their approaches into 
three core competencies that, when 
combined, form the Leadership Oper-
ating System:

● CREATE CLARITY

Defining a few key results and reinforc-
ing them constantly.

● BUILD ALIGNMENT

Making the case for results, gauging 
the team’s position, and encouraging 
involvement.

● GENERATE MOVEMENT

Analyze the team perceptions that in-
hibit action, and strive to change those 
perceptions.

These competencies separate effec-
tive leaders from those who struggle. 
More importantly, they can be learned, 
practiced, and implemented across 
organizations. Let’s examine how each 
competency contributed to Ford’s 
transformation and how they work 
together to create scalable leadership 
effectiveness.
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Create Clarity

When Mulally arrived at Ford’s Dearborn 

headquarters, he discovered what would 

have discouraged most executives: a lack of 

a unified vision. Different regions operated 

independently, developing separate vehicle 

versions for markets that could have shared 

a common platform. North America built cars 

for 220,000-unit markets instead of leverag-

ing global 2-million-unit opportunities.

Rather than accept this confusion, Mulally 

exemplified the first LeaderOS competency: 

Create Clarity. He developed the “One Ford” 

plan, a vision so clear it fit on business cards: 

“People working together as a lean, global 

enterprise for automotive leadership.”

But creating clarity extends beyond memora-

ble slogans. Effective leaders define the desti-

nation by answering three critical questions:

•  Where are we going? 

•  What does success look like? 

•  What matters most?
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Neuroscience validates this approach. Un-

certainty registers as a threat in the brain, 

activating the same neural pathways as phys-

ical pain³. When leaders provide consistent 

clarity, they help teams’ brains function more 

effectively. Teams with clear goals are 2.8 

times more likely to be highly engaged.

Mulally reinforced clarity by defining success 

metrics across all stakeholders: Customer, 

Employee, Dealer, Investor, Supplier, Union/

Council, and Community Satisfaction. These 

became Ford’s portable decision-making 

framework, referenced in every meeting and 

strategic discussion.

This approach to clarity demonstrates why 

LeaderOS works: it transforms abstract lead-

ership concepts into concrete, repeatable 

practices.
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Build 
Alignment
Creating clarity, however, only addresses the 
first requirement for organizational transfor-
mation. The second LeaderOS competency, 
Build Alignment, proved equally crucial to 
Ford’s turnaround, though it required con-
fronting the company’s toxic culture.

The defining moment came during Mulally’s 
second weekly Business Plan Review. Mark 
Fields, head of Ford’s Americas division, dis-
played a slide showing red—serious prob-
lems with the Edge launch. The room went 
silent. In Ford’s punitive culture, admitting 
problems was career suicide.

Mulally started clapping.

“Great visibility, Mark,” he said. “Who can help 
Mark with this issue?”

The cultural shift was instantaneous. Fields 
later recalled it as the moment Ford trans-
formed from hiding problems to solving them 
collectively.

This illustrates the critical distinction be-
tween awareness and alignment. Most lead-
ers confuse these concepts, believing they 
have execution or accountability problems 
when, in fact, they actually have alignment 
issues. Building alignment isn’t getting people 

to understand your message; that’s aware-
ness. Alignment means people feel heard, 
take ownership, and actively contribute solu-
tions.

Effective alignment requires a careful process 
built through conversation and commitment:

MAKE THE CASE 
Communicate compelling reasons for 
change. Mulally explained why global integra-
tion was essential for survival.

GAUGE & DISCUSS 
Assess alignment through honest discussion. 
Business Plan Review meetings became 
Ford’s systematic approach for surfacing 
obstacles.

GET INVOLVED 
Create ownership, not mere compliance. 
Mulally ensured every leader had a role in 
transformation.

This approach to building alignment demon-
strates another core principle of LeaderOS: 
sustainable change thrives when teams 
choose to participate, rather than simply 
comply with directives.
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Generate 
Movement
The most sophisticated aspect of Mulally’s 

transformation involved the third LeaderOS 

competency: Generate Movement, which 

involved identifying and rewriting the limiting 

perceptions that prevent progress.

Within LeaderOS, we refer to these as 

“scripts,” deep mental patterns that influence 

how people think and act. Like Hollywood 

scripts, they guide behavior and outcomes. 

When Mulally arrived, Ford was trapped by 

destructive scripts:

•  Regions defending territories instead of 

collaborating

•  “We can’t compete with Toyota” became a 

self-fulfilling prophecy

•  Resistance to painful but necessary chang-

es

•  Focus on external factors rather than con-

trollable improvements

Generate Movement requires leaders to ac-

tively identify scripts and design experiences 

that rewrite limiting beliefs into empowering 

ones. Mulally confronted these scripts by 

building new habits and experiences:

•  Replaced territoriality with “One Ford” glob-

al collaboration
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•  Replaced defensive narratives with da-

ta-driven problem-solving

•  Replaced blame with collective account-

ability

•  Replaced secrecy with radical transparen-

cy

This script-rewriting process represents the 

most advanced aspect of leadership that 

scales. Unlike traditional approaches that fo-

cus on individual behavior change, Generate 

Movement addresses the underlying mental 

models that drive organizational culture.
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Essential For 
All Leaders

Ford’s transformation proves that 
seemingly impossible organizational 
challenges can be addressed through 
consistent strategies and skills. Re-
search from 105 public sector teams 
confirms that goal clarity has a positive 
impact on team performance, with clar-
ity mediating the relationship between 
leadership and effectiveness. Com-
bined with alignment and movement, 
these effects compound exponentially.

Organizations implementing LeaderOS 
see consistent patterns:

•  Teams know priorities without con-
stant clarification

•  People take ownership rather than 
simply follow orders

•  Problems get solved faster through 
script identification

•  Results become predictable through 
proven competencies

“In an era when mis-
aligned organizations dra-
matically underperform 
their peers, effective lead-
ership development is no 
longer optional; it’s essen-
tial.”
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Every Tuesday 
Morning

Every Tuesday morning, leaders 
around the world face a moment 
similar to Mulally’s when he received 
the call to lead Ford on that Tuesday 
morning in 2006.

They inherit teams that aren’t per-
forming. They see capable people 
struggling with challenges that feel 
impossible. They wonder if they have 
what it takes to transform their orga-
nization. The difference isn’t talent, 
charisma, or industry experience.

The difference is what happens next.

Most leaders do what we’ve been 
conditioned to do: they hope. Hope 
that inspiration will suffice. Hope that 
natural talent will emerge. Hope that 
the next leadership conference will 
finally provide the breakthrough. They 
become unwitting participants in the 
$366 billion industry that promises 
leadership transformation, yet leaves 
58% of managers unprepared for it.

Mulally chose differently. He refused 
to hope when Ford was hemorrhaging 
$12.7 billion annually. Instead, he built 
a system: Create Clarity to eliminate 
confusion, Build Alignment to gener-
ate ownership, and Generate Move-
ment to rewrite limiting beliefs. These 
weren’t theories; they were competen-
cies that transformed leadership from 
art to science. The same competen-
cies are available to you this Tuesday 
morning, as you face your impossible 
moment.

The question isn’t whether your orga-
nization needs better leadership. The 
question is whether you’ll teach your 
leaders a system that scales or keep 
hoping it appears magically.

What will you choose?
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