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CHAPTER 5:
FINDING YOUR MISSION:
INNOVATION MAGIC HAPPENS
AT THE INTERSECTION OF
SIGNIFICANCE, SKILLS AND VALUE

From jump shots to Toy Story,
a mission helps you follow the road to
success even when that looks like a
looping, twisting roller coaster.

Don’t Follow Your Dream.
Phff.. strike one! Phff.. strike two! Phff.. you’re out. When you are six foot six, your
strike zone is large, and when you have not played in years, it is hard to compete.
Michael Jordan followed his dream to go from being one of the most highly-
regarded, best-paid basketball players in the world to becoming one of the
worst professional baseball players on a minor league team.
Jordan had led his basketball team, the Chicago Bulls, to their third consecutive
NBA championship and was at the height of his career. But, Jordan dreamed
of playing Major League Baseball. He left basketball and joined a minor league
baseball team, the Birmingham Barons. Jordan certainly believed that being an
exceptional athlete, he could succeed. He was passionate about baseball and
trained for the new sport just as intensely as he had for basketball.

This chapter was co-written with
Charles Umeh and Yuri Kruman.
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Despite this, he struggled with a low batting average and too many fielding
errors. Near the end of this attempt at his second sports career, Jordan called
himself “the worst player” on the team, with few fans or commentators disagreeing.
What went wrong? For one thing, Jordan lacked years of playing experience
compared with his teammates. It had been over a decade since he played baseball, and it quickly became apparent that his innate talent was not directly
transferrable from basketball to baseball.
Why is this relevant to innovation? A dream alone is never going to be a reliable
route to successful innovation. Instead, an organization needs a mission, an
agreed goal to work towards achieving. Effective missions are not mere aspirations; they describe goals that exist at the confluence of three things; significance (why you do what you do), skills (the attributes and abilities needed to
do it), and value (the ability to generate revenue from what you do). Achievable
missions must include all three elements.
Michael Jordan’s clear mission to become a successful baseball player was not
achievable. While he had the significance, evidenced by his passion for the
game, he simply did not have the skills needed and could not deliver the value
he and his team wanted. A dream and passion are not a viable alternative to
having a balanced mission.

A Mission Is Where the Magic Happens.
A mission that everyone understands is a vital part of alignment. If everyone is
clear about the goal and why, they will also know what needs to be done to get
there. However, if it is to be achievable, a mission must lie at the intersection of
significance, skills, and value. If the mission lacks any of these three elements,
it is likely to fall short. Think of your mission as the answer to the big “why”
question, the core reason, and justification for your organization’s existence.
As the author and speaker Simon Sinek said in his massively viewed TED Talks
and his book Start With Why – the most successful leaders and companies
establish a deep understanding of and ability to communicate the why for their
businesses. Why does your business exist? It is not just about making a profit;
it is about the fundamental purpose behind what you do.
Getting your why right is not just about passion and commitment. It is also
about what you have the skills to do well and derive value from, as without any
one of these elements, your mission will be like a three-legged stool with one
leg missing.
For example, you develop a product that you think offers value. However, if
no-one wants that product or it does not provide enough value for the market
to pay for it, it is a wasted effort. An idea that offers value might be compelling,
but without the right skills and significance, that value alone will not have the
power to drive it to success. When you pursue something that you are good at,
but no one cares about, that is even worse.
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The Intersection = A sustainable mission

No
The most important message to remember is that you must establish a viable
mission built on significance, skills, and value to answer the big why question.

Dreams Are Not Enough.
Ask a successful person what you should do to be successful, and often their
answer may include the advice; “follow your dreams”. On the surface, that
seems to make sense, and it feels emotionally right. Some people do follow
their dreams and turn a passion into a successful career. But, what about the
far greater number who follow their dreams and fail?
In part, we are misled by what is called survivor bias. Survivors, the ones
who succeed, are generally the only people who want to tell their stories, so
we believe what they say and use them to inspire us. They tell us how they
followed a dream and succeeded, but we never hear about the far larger numbers of those who followed a dream only to end up broke and unhappy.
Dreams can be valuable in providing passion, energy, and commitment, but
dreams alone are not enough. You may not have the right skills or value to
back-up your dream, and there is also a good chance that the market is not
ready for your dream.
Another piece of advice often dispensed by successful people is “never give
up”. If you follow a dream, that makes sense; after all, what is left if you give
up on your dream? If you have a mission instead, sometimes giving up on one
thing to focus on another is precisely the right thing to do. In his book, The
Dip, e ntrepreneur and author Seth Godin says, “Winners quit all the time. They
just quit the right stuff at the right time”. In other words, they realize that time,
energy, and resources are limited and choose to focus on the challenges they
can win.
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Betting it all on dreams is not basing your venture on the “three legs” of a
sustainable mission. The reality is that dreams alone will not always pay the
bills. Just ask Michael Jordan.

Skill Is Not Enough.
Success can be deceiving. There always is more to the story than just a big
payoff of awards, celebrity, money, and fame.
Take the case of 23-time Olympic gold medalist Michael Phelps. We look at
Phelps’ photo on the cover of Sports Illustrated magazine wearing all of his
medals.
We might think the following:
•
•
•
•
•

Big feet
Sleek, fish-like physique
Intense competitor
Amazing talent
Natural born swimmer

Those things are all true, but natural
abilities and innate skills alone did
not make Phelps a multiple Olympic
champion. We tend to forget that
he has been practicing and training, 
often beginning at 4:00 a.m.,
for over ten years. Phelps worked
extraordinarily hard to develop his

natural abilities into the skills needed
to achieve his mission of becoming
an Olympic Gold medal winner.
Source: Sports Illustrated August 25, 2008

Phelps is an excellent example of what is called “naturalness bias”. We tend to
favor “naturals” over “strivers” even when their achievements are equal.
Naturals are those we believe have extraordinary innate skills or talents we
perceive as the reason for their success. Strivers are those who put in the e xtra,
sustained work to build on their talents and develop their skills to achieve
success. The truth is that Phelps is a great example of a striver, as are most
people who succeed in any field.
Chia Jung Tsay and Mahzarin R. Banaji researched this type of bias. They published a report titled, Naturals and Strivers: Preferences and beliefs about sources
of achievement. They summarize their findings as follows:
“Both talent and effort seem to be relevant to skill development and eventual
levels of performance, and we should not assume that talent is necessarily less
malleable than effort, or vice versa.”
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In other words, natural talent can and must be nurtured through effort to create
skills that deliver on their potential for performance.
Your skills can be improved and must be aligned with significance and value to
achieve success.

The Fact that People Are Willing to Pay Is Not
Enough.
In 1899, 30 American automobile manufacturers were each producing 2,500 cars
a year. Ambitious entrepreneurs recognized a vast potential market, and during
the next decade, another 485 auto manufacturers entered the market. But by
1929, the number of active manufacturers had dropped to only 44. The simple
truth was that many early cars were unreliable, inefficient, and expensive, forcing many manufacturers out of business in a very short time. Today, there are
only four major car producers in the US.
The lesson is that just because there is a big market for a product that p
 eople are
willing to pay for does not mean everyone has the skills to produce that product at a price that will make it commercially successful. Many early car-makers
had significance; some offered value, but they could not create sustainable
businesses without the skills to turn these into viable products.

The Power of Alignment.
You can see how the magic happens when the three necessary elements –
significance, skills, and value – align with a mission, and not when you follow
a dream.
Jim Collins, the author of Good to Great and Built to Last, describes the idea of
proper alignment as the “Hedgehog Concept”. It comes from a comparison of
foxes and hedgehogs. Foxes are quite good at lots of things, while hedgehogs
are very good at just one thing. They roll up in a ball so they can’t be eaten. You
might think that would give foxes a better chance to do well, but by exploiting
the one thing that they excel at, hedgehogs have successfully survived as a
species. Collins notes that the equivalent in the business world is “a simple,
crystalline concept…” that springs from the intersection of the following:
1. What you are deeply passionate about (significance).
2. Recognizing what you can be the best in the world at and, equally important, what you cannot be best in the world at (skill), and
3. What drives your economic engine? (value).
In a study of over 1,100 companies, Collins showed that companies committed
to a Hedgehog Concept were the ones that had the best chance to be great.
These companies grew four times more and generated 20 times more stock
value than similar companies that did not adopt the Hedgehog Concept.
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Alignment Can Take Time to Fall into Place.
Sometimes it can take time for all three elements of a mission to fall into place.
For example, in 1979, Ed Catmull was hired by Lucasfilm to investigate the
development of digital image effects for movies. Catmull and his team were
successful and created the Pixar Image Computer (PIC), capable of, amongst
other things, digitally editing film.
It represented a huge technical step forward, but the editors at Lucasfilm were
simply not interested. They were knowledgeable and experienced in the old
method of physically cutting and gluing together movie film lengths and did
not want to learn an entirely new technique. There was no doubt that the PIC
offered value, but in 1979 the movie industry was not ready to adopt the new
technology it offered.
In 1986 Lucasfilm sold the rights to the PIC and the team that had developed it
to Steve Jobs. His intention was quite different; to market the PIC as a high-end
workstation, and Catmull became President of Pixar Inc. However, it quickly
became clear that the market for a graphics workstation that cost in excess of
$100,000 was very, very limited. The PIC still offered value, but turning it into
a commercially viable product proved beyond even Steve Jobs.
The breakthrough finally came in 1991 when Pixar made a deal with The Walt
Disney Company to create three movies. Instead of selling the hardware and
software they had developed, Pixar would use it themselves to create something entirely new; digitally animated movies. In 1993, Disney gave the green
light to production of the first full-length, entirely computer-animated feature
film, Toy Story.
Before the film’s release in 1995, Steve Jobs (who was also the film’s Executive
Producer) told reporters that if it made $75 million, Disney and Pixar would
break even. If it reached $100 million, both companies would make money. Toy
Story went on to make more than $350 million worldwide, and it became the
highest-grossing US movie of 1995.
The skills and passion of the Pixar team remained constant, but it took fifteen
years until these things aligned in a new deal that finally delivered value, and it
was possible to turn them into a commercial success.

Align Your Mission with Your Business.
The right way to move forward with a properly aligned business is to find a
mission at that magical intersection of significance, skills, and value.
It means you must be flexible in balancing your passion with the realities of
finding an aligned mission. With flexibility comes the development of the
necessary skills and experience to enable you to reach success faster. Flexibility
also allows you to be open to related or unexpected opportunities along the
way, especially if you reach a point where you feel stuck. A mission is not static,
just as significance, skills, and value evolve.
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A mission requires flexibility, as well as consistency of purpose. That does not
mean that you should never give up, but it may mean keeping on going until
significance, skills, and value are aligned. The Pixar team could have given up
on the PIC, but instead, they persevered until they found a deal that allowed
their skills to coincide with significance and value in creating a mission to create
animated movies.

Key Steps To Drive Your Mission Forward.
To clarify your significance, skills, and value, use the following exercise. It is your
preparation process, a time to give your ideas deep thought and test them.
Strive to be a champion of your ideas but also a tough critic.
Step 1: Agree on what is important
Ask yourself a fundamental question; why does my organization exist? Purpose
is the pivotal point of a successful organization, according to Forbes magazine
contributor William Vanderbloemen, citing a study by the Korn Ferry Institute.
The study found that companies with teams focused on their organization’s
purpose had annual growth rates nearly three times that of their industry’s
average. Your purpose is at the core of your passion, which results in significance and leads to mission.
Something to believe in motivates people. In our TRUE NORTH tools
(that you will see later) the core is the story. You can also define a Massive
Transformational Purpose (MTP) to motivate people. Citing research done at
the Singularity Institute, author Salim Ismail argues that a bigger goal – an
MTP – can drive people to change the world.
There is also good evidence that meaningful significance also improves
customer engagement. In other words, a purpose-driven company is trusted,
respected, and held in high esteem by customers. In the book Corporate Culture
and Performance, Harvard Business School professors John Kotter and James
Heskett say that over a decade-long period, purposeful, value-driven companies outperform their counterparts in stock price by a factor of 12.
So, answering the why question is at the heart of a true mission – what is
important – rather than just a slogan or abstract vision. Your mission should
capture the human level of motivation behind the passion for your enterprise.
It means you must figure out the important things you are going to do for the
world; your significance.
Step 2: Use and develop the right skills
How many startups have founders who already possess all of the talents and
key skills necessary for success? It is very rare. There usually is no shortage of
passion (significance) and at least some potential for value in planned products
and services. But many startups fall short of the right skills to create those
products. Turning ideas into a viable commercial operation cannot be done
without the right skills.
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When assessing your skills, watch out for two common mistakes:
1. Overestimation of current skills – A psychological condition called illusionary superiority refers to a vast population who think they are better and more
skilled than they really are. Many university investigations and psychological
studies have shown that overconfidence leads to inadequate adaptation to
task demands, thereby increasing failure. The same can be true in business
by startup founders who overestimate the number of responsibilities they
can manage effectively and the level of skills needed for the efficient development of their products.
2. Underestimation of work – When I work with startups and innovation
teams, I know from direct experience that everyone over-estimates the
impact and underestimates the time required. My rule of thumb is to multiply time estimates by three. (Note: Even being aware of this bias, I have
made the same mistake. I guessed that this book would take six months to
write. It actually took over 30 months.)
I am sorry to say this, but chances are you are not as good at what you do as
you think you are. Even if you are successful, your views about how good you
are at what you do may still be skewed. Research has shown that the best performers are also the most likely to have an accurate and realistic view of their
capabilities. It is good to be confident, but you still need to be realistic about
your skills and identify where you and the organization need to improve.
Step 3: Determine the real value
The final step is to assess the value your product or service provides to customers. Value includes the benefits you provide and the customer experience.
Again, this relates to accurately addressing the real job your customers want to
get done (and we’ll be talking more about that in the next chapter).
According to a Temkin Group study, 73% of companies with “above average”
customer experience maturity perform better financially than their competitors.
Customer experience equals value. If you want to be paid for the value your
products or services offer customers, then you must give them the experience
they desire or expect.
When prospective customers are not willing to pay what you want for your
products or services, then re-develop them to offer better value and more accurately match those customers’ (the market’s) needs.
Companies too often fall into the trap of illusionary superiority, thinking that
their products or services are better than they are or offer more value than they
actually do. It can result from inadequate market testing or research, as well
as ineffective product development processes. Again, customers must see the
value you provide to accomplish the job they want to get done.
Illusionary superiority could have prevented many famous companies from
re-developing their original product concepts into ones that offered the right
value for customers. Good companies are rigidly focused on value. Great companies keep pivoting until they find where they deliver the most value. For
example, consider these companies:
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• Flickr, the photo management and sharing platform, started as a game.
• Facebook, the social network platform, started as a “hot or not” type student
website called FaceMash at Harvard University.
• Twitter, the messaging platform, started as a personal podcasting and audio
content sharing service.
• PayPal could have died as a service to send money between Palm-pilots.
Instead, it grew into a billion-dollar company that revolutionized online payments.

The Mission for Missions.
A clear definition of your mission should be as simple as this: Identify the
important thing you want to do (significance), can do (skills), and what people
want and are willing to pay for (value). Another way to summarize this is that
you should strive to transform the ideas you are passionate about and can
deliver the ideas the world wants (and will pay for).
If you were to pitch an investor about your enterprise, would he/she be sold
on your mission? Could you “sell” your mission in terms of passion, execution,
and profitability?
Having an achievable mission is essential, but do not think that this will lead
to overnight success. A meaningful mission does not magically map out a
straight line to success. That path will have far more twists and turns than you
ever expected. After all, 81% of the Inc. 500 companies are different from the
businesses they launched.
However, a business creation process founded on the right mission certainly can
have a shorter and less challenging journey to success. Using the H
 edgehog
Concept leads to focusing on what you do best. Learning and product development cycles lead due to improvement, making fewer costly mistakes over time
and the right people handling jobs that suit their skills. Plus, the customer’s
needs or jobs always rule every step of the company’s growth.
Missions keep you focused on your goals. Zig Ziglar, the legendary motivational
speaker, and author, has told a story about this point. He cites the famous
archer, Howard Hill, who won all of the 267 archery contests he entered. He
could hit a bullseye at 50 feet, then split the first arrow with the second shot.
Would it be possible for you to shoot better than he? Yes, if he were blindfolded!
You cannot hit a target; you cannot see. Even worse, how can you hit a target
you do not even have! You need to have clear GOALS! Your goals are your
target, and a clear mission identifies how you will reach those goals. That is
your key aim for your business.
A common fallacy with innovators is summarized in the old saying, “If you
build a better mousetrap, the world will beat a path to your door”. The reality is
that the world is filled with mousetraps, and most of them are pretty good. In
today’s world of hyper-competition, your product cannot just be a little better
than others to accomplish your mission. As entrepreneur Peter Thiel says, you
must be ten times better.
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If your product is not ten times better, it will be difficult to sell it in a crowded
market. You will not be able to differentiate your product from existing solutions. Plus, customers will not be willing to pay switching costs – the cost of
changing from the solution they currently use to your solution – unless they
are gaining a huge benefit.
He says there is an exception- sometimes cheaper can be better. He offers the
target half as good and 1/10th of the price.
Whatever your strategy, the key to success is much more than a marginal improvement? How do you get there? Through hard work. Hard work results from
a mix of the right project, the right skills, and ongoing dedication. Getting your
mission right is the most crucial first step on this path.
Our research clearly shows the power of constancy of purpose and building
on successes step-by-step. Looking back at the Michael Phelps story, you can
see how skills, passion, and feedback can make a powerful recipe for success,
as illustrated below. And remember that the value lies in Phelps’, his sponsors,
the US Olympic Team’s and others’ return on investment, and benefits from his
swimming success.

Michael Phelps’ hard work cycle
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How Does Your Mission Rate?
Here is a quick exercise to grade your mission.
1. Identify something important you are working on.
2. Rate the significance, your skills, and the value each on a scale of 1 to 10.
(1 = missing and 10 = perfect)
4. Multiply the scores to create an overall score for your mission.
3. If this is higher than 343 (7*7*7), your mission, – and career or business –
you’re on the right track. If the score is lower than 343, put in the necessary
work to improve the significance, skills, and value rated below seven.

Key Take-Aways
• Dreams are hopeful aspirations. Missions are achievable
goals.
• An achievable mission exists at the intersection of three
things; significance, skill, and value.
• A mission that lacks any of these is not likely to lead to long-term success.

Next Steps: Take a few minutes to complete this canvas to

work on the mission for your career or business. Look for how well
the significance, your skills, and value align. A good mission is built
on these three pillars.
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Next Up: Companies routinely overestimate their capabilities

and choose the wrong strategic focus. But where it goes wrong most
often is the value they are delivering. The next chapter will help you
understand how to look at value from your customer’s perspective.
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