
Be excellent
You wouldn't think that people would settle for being mediocre, but each day
that's what millions of people all over the world do.

They don't get up in the morning, stare at themselves in the mirror, and then say
to their reflection: "I think I'll be mediocre today." I'm convinced that nobody
actually wants to be performing below his or utmost ability.

And yet each day, many of us -- perhaps even most people -- settle for less,
much less, than we are capable of doing.

Aristotle said, "We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence, then, is not an act but
a habit."

That's the key, perhaps -- we need to make certain we have acquired the habit of
excellence.

Many years ago, I was speaking with a customer about an item that he found
substandard. "It doesn't take any longer to do it right," he said, and as I thought
about it, I realized that he was right. Doing a sloppy job cost more in the long run
than doing an excellent job, and it really didn't take that much longer.

I took his suggestion to heart -- and ever since, when I have the desire to do a
"quick and dirty" job on a project just to get it done, I remember it. The long-term
gain of doing an excellent job more than pays for the short-term pain of taking a
bit more effort to do it in an excellent -- even superior -- manner.

Why do we settle for more than we are capable of?

I believe it boils down to four reasons -- the four pitfalls that prevent us from
excellence.

Pitfall number one: We are out of the habit of requiring excellence from
ourselves.

Sometimes as we go through life, we allow ourselves to get pulled into positions
where "good enough" is all that's expected.  Take a look at the people who you
most admire in your organization. I bet they concentrate on bringing the best
possible result from each effort they make.  I bet he or she has been doing it so
long they may not even realize it -- but they have learned to concentrate on
requiring excellent behavior.
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Most of us, however, have only one rule: to get through the day alive. Many of us
don't really care how we pull that rule off, as long as we can go home at night.

Pitfall number two: We don't clearly see that we're settling for less.

This is an honest mistake -- we have gotten in such a cloistered environment,
that we haven't re-evaluated where we sit, and what we do. I recommend we
take some time away -- even just mentally away -- from what we ordinarily do,
and reconsider the processes we use each day.

That sounds sort of high and mighty -- I guess I've gotten too indoctrinated with
"consultant speak," but what I really mean is that sometimes, it's important to
take a step back, and evaluate what we do through a "fresh set of eyes."

If you're not used to doing this, a good way to start your review is to answer this
question: "If I were a space alien, would I do this in the same way? How could I
do it in a different way, and would it produce a better result?"

The "space alien" question sometimes makes people look at me a bit goofy.
Think for a moment though -- quite often, people talk of seeing UFOs with
flashing lights, doing all sorts of unearthly things. The feeble-minded among us
blame these flashing lights on space aliens.  To me, however, the presence of a
flashing light suggests it can't be space aliens, because it's doubtful they would
use FAA-approved strobes on the exterior of their aircraft.

You see, each person looks at things a bit differently -- and a space alien is going
to look at it differently than any human on earth would -- just because his/her/its
background would be vastly different.

You need to occasionally use the "space alien" viewpoint to examine what you
do. Altogether too often, the habits and processes we adopt are there only
because they have been tied to historical precedents -- in order to achieve
backwards compatibility. Because they work -- or appear to work -- we never ask
ourselves the hard questions: "Is this the right way to do this. Is this the best way
to do this?"

Pitfall number three: We stick with past methods that brought us success.

There's an old adage: "You can't argue with success."  While you may not be
able to argue with it, you can get stuck in it.

Oftentimes, the companies with the most success are the ones who refuse to
adopt new techniques, often until it's too late. We see this now, especially, as
technology reforms the marketplaces of many of yesteryear's high fliers.
Recently, Dow Jones removed three companies from their famed "Industrial
Average." One of those companies was Eastman Kodak.



I have been a fan of Kodak for thirty years, but now, I worry that Kodak may not
be around much longer. Their halting steps toward change have often not
brought them the rewards they would seek, and they have been slow to
capitalize on the developments their own company has developed. Kodak-
inspired technologies in digital photography have been quickly adopted -- and
improved -- by other companies, many of them not traditional "photography"
companies. A consumer today is often likely to take a picture with a camera that
bears the name of a computer company, and then print the picture on an inkjet
printer, without ever coming close to a yellow box.

Kodak rival Fuji Photo Film has also been hit -- but not as much. Always the
underdog, Fuji adopted new technologies, and stuck with them. Kodak often
adopted the same technologies, and then sold or closed the product lines, before
the product came to fruition.

In their case, Kodak -- so far -- has been stung by their own success. Ten years
ago, you never would have thought about taking a picture with a Samsung cell
phone, and then outputting it on a personal printer, or just uploading it to a
website.  And yet, here we are.

In Kodak's defense, they have made great strides in the last few years, but they
are still hampered by their past.

In the same way that companies, armies, nations, and civilizations have risen to
prominence before being shunted off to second-rate status, many of us go down
the same path, by getting too stuck in the successes of the past.

Here's a hint: if you're still telling people about that touchdown you caught thirty
years ago when you were in high school, you're stuck in the quagmire of past
successes -- and it's impacting your quest for excellence in the present.

Pitfall number four: we don't take the credit for our product.

There's a principle of quality control that says this: Each person is responsible for
the quality of a product that passes through their hands.  Too often in companies,
quality is left up to the "quality control" department. As such, each person
upstream ignores the responsibility to produce a quality product -- trusting to the
people downstream to fix the problems.  We call this the "garbage collector"
syndrome -- we all throw stuff to the end of the line, knowing that the "garbage
collector" will pick it all up and get rid of it.

We never will achieve success when we refuse to take responsibility for the
quality of whatever we produce -- our success in life is too tightly bound to the
quality of our product -- whatever that may be.



Remember the four pitfalls, make a habit of superior service and delivery, and
find excellence in your life in whatever you undertake.
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