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In our work at the Kellogg School of Management at 

Northwestern University and my work with the clients of 

my firm, Third Angle, my colleagues and I find ourselves 

engaged in a rich collection of stories and story-making 

of creative business projects and initiatives.  They range 

from turnarounds and desperate moments and near-

death experiences to business breakthroughs and brave 

adventures into the unknown to projects that started small 

and suddenly seemed to grow legs – many legs.   
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No two stories are the same, yet all come with plots, quests, characters, and motivations.  Invariably a 

surprise comes along in the form of an unforeseen turn of events or an unsuspected catalyst.  These stories 

have shaped my thinking and those of my colleagues and clients.  The shape, angles, dimensions, of the 

stories that have happy endings, and happy business and human results, we describe as a geometry  
of success.

In working with over 60 companies, we found several factors present in the initiatives of serially successful 

organizations, regardless of industry, size, or function.  To classify these factors we coined the term 

Patterns of Profitability.  Here profitability is defined by making both money and meaning.  By that we 

mean growth and meaning for people as well as financial growth.  Not only were the organization’s financial 

and reputational results better for the initiative, but the people involved in it reported that they grew 

professionally as business people and personally as leaders.  In addition, when the Patterns of Profitability 

became part of their DNA, they demonstrated an ongoing capability to innovate, collaborate and create new 

value on a regular basis.    

Over the past few years my colleagues at Third Angle and Kellogg have joined me in testing how to explain 

and apply these findings effectively and to continue to collect more data and stories to challenge or affirm 

the patterns.  The resulting methodology, tools, and curriculum employ a mindset and approach designed 

to practice the geometry of success.  A study by IBM in 2010 of 1500 leaders showed that nearly 60% of all 

projects failed to deliver the value they promised.  Some studies show the failure rate as high as 80%.  If you 

look underneath these statistics, you find these are not the “good failures” that contribute to learning and 

creativity.  These are the losses that tell us the system, players and processes were not prepared for success 

to begin with.  Our goal is to help organizations move into the relatively small fraternity of those whose 

initiatives deliver the benefits expected because they prepare, plan, think and act with the success patterns 

in mind.  We apply the Patterns of Profitability, which describe mindsets, assets, decisions, and actions, to the 
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A triple play is a strategy, platform, product, service, approach, 

or tactic that simultaneously addresses multiple motivations of 

multiple key players who care about a particular challenge 

or issue.

A fractal project is a smaller scale version of a larger initiative, 

designed with the intention of transferring outcomes, process, 

and learning to other parts of the business. Outcomes are 

threefold: meet triple play business goals, resolve key adaptive 

challenges that impede the triple play and are present in other 

parts of the business, and improve the learning and capabilities 

of those involved for current and future projects.

Identifying Patterns 
of Profitability

With this series of three papers I will share what we’ve learned.  A primary personal goal is to bring what is 

usually a semi-conscious habit, sometimes called “unconscious competence” into mindful awareness and 

practice so that it can become more widely used to help organizations, projects and individuals succeed.

Mindsets

Our mindsets frame our actions in the same way that a writer frames a story.  They crystallize our values, 

lessons learned, motivations, and preferences.  We shape them throughout our lives and adjust them as our 

wisdom grows.  The first three patterns of profitability all describe frames of mind that lead to success.  We 

call the first pattern of these a mindset of more.

The research of my colleague at Kellogg, Dr. Angela Y. Lee, has shown how individual motivations are 

disposed toward either a mindset of promotion focused on gain, or a mindset of prevention focused on the 

avoidance of loss.  Stephen Covey in The 7 habits of Highly Effective People cites an “abundance mentality,” 

where one person’s gain need not be viewed as another person’s loss because there is enough success to be 

had by all.   

A mindset of more is equal parts optimism and humility.  Optimism fuels a hunger to make the most of the 

future.  It sees the opportunity to gain by being more strategically creative. It expects that new projects and 

approaches will succeed and that those involved in it will experience personal and professional growth in the 

process.  It recognizes that being open to new discoveries is a requisite for reaching that promising future.

Humility brings a realistic view that we will never know all of the right answers.  It takes a fair account of the 

risks of any new projects, disrupting the culture, forcing colleagues out of their comfort zones, and adding 

identification of triple plays—new opportunities that will score big by providing wins for multiple players at 

once—and successful execution by implementing fractal projects.  
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more work that may seem less relevant and meaningful to those being asked to do it.  It offers empathy to 

those who would prefer to play it safe or feel overwhelmed by projects and initiatives, and it recognizes the 

unique insights they can contribute to the process of turning opportunity into growth when we can tie the 

new things to what they already know, do and value.

Engaging all the characters in your success story relies upon the second Pattern of Profitability:  new yet 

familiar.  Leaders of successful initiatives bridge the divide between today and tomorrow by using familiar 

metaphors, symbols, and rituals to frame new projects and practices.  Tying the vision of the future to 

the mental models and practices people use to understand the present makes it easier for them to see 

themselves evolving in the unfolding story.  

The same CEO in the story above also exploited the pattern of new yet familiar.  The company was a 

manufacturing firm filled with people with a self-image of toughness and survival.  He and the employees 

characterized themselves as scrappy “junkyard dogs.”  Their turnaround required innovation, so he used this 

familiar image in a new way:  he instituted the Junkyard Dog Award for the most innovative idea of the month.  

He encouraged them to use the knowledge they were already familiar with to create something new, and to 

follow the instincts of their inner junkyard dogs by bringing any ideas forward fearlessly, even if they were 

just the scraps of raw, unpolished ideas.  A culture of creativity and innovation emerged from people taking 

familiar skills, ideas, applications and combining them and applying them in new ways, with the leaders of 

their projects committed to finding a way to use most of them.

The third Pattern of Profitability is surprisingly powerful:  paradox.  What might on the surface seem 

contradictory elements of an intractable dilemma can point to an opportunity for a triple play, a pattern 

defined earlier and will be elaborated on in the third paper of this series. Appreciating the paradox permits a 

wider definition of profitability and success at the company, team and project levels of the enterprise.  

This pattern says “both/and” instead of “either/or.”  For example, in a non-profit health care association we 

A CEO with whom I recently worked epitomized a mindset of more.  He 

saw how economic hard times, the off-shoring of technology and parent 

company divestiture was causing the company to lose its customers 

and look into the eyes of possible market extinction.  Instead of simply 

following the advice of his Board and other senior executives to stop 

the bleeding, execute better and re-gain customers, he asked a more 

meaningful question “What business do we need to be in, given our 

capabilities?”  The answer was that a part of the business that was 

currently only 17% of their business was in fact their future and ticket 

to turnaround, innovation and sustainable success.  He had to get his 

board, bankers and employees to take a leap of faith and get creative 

about their business.  He did it through the unconscious application of 

the patterns, but it all began with framing their task of “turnaround” in 

larger questions of “to what end?” and “how can we engage the team in 

this larger, more creative vision of ourselves?” 

The answer was that 
a part of the business 
that was currently only 
17% of their business 
was in fact their 
future and ticket to 
turnaround, innovation 
and sustainable 
success.
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worked with, the paradox leading to a new product and market was about achieving social good and making 

more money outside their traditional dues and sponsorship model.  For a pharmaceutical company, the 

paradox was about providing affordable healing and patent protection.  For a consumer-packaged goods 

company, it was about recognizing their customers now as competitors with private labels and finding a way 

to do innovation together in complementary spaces so they both won. For a marketing firm, it was a matter of 

dissipating the gang wars between “the creatives” and “the analytics” by getting everyone to see that “those 

guys” were really all of us as human beings with different talents that wanted a workplace that treated each 

other as well as it aimed to treat its clients. Though apparently in opposition, these elements nonetheless 

reside in the same system and thus must be somehow linked to each other.  Paradoxes give us the hint to 

take a broader, more holistic view of the system and provide clues to finding the biggest opportunities it 

holds.

The complexity of today’s organizations presents a paradox in itself: units are linked globally with an ease 

that would have been difficult to imagine even 20 years ago, yet they often act in isolated silos and to the 

detriment of the company’s success. In the stories with happy endings, an organization discovers among 

these disparate resources the assets that can be leveraged to find and implement opportunities.  In the next 

paper of this series, I’ll discuss four more patterns of profitability that channel these assets.  When recognized 

and exploited by those who possess a mindset of more, can find the familiar within the new, and appreciate 

the potential to be unlocked within a paradox, the geometry of success begins to take shape.




