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In the early 1990s, IBM was flirting with bankruptcy and 

toying with the idea of breaking its brands into independent 

“Baby Blues.”  That’s when Lou Gerstner was brought in 

to turn IBM around. Having a mindset for more he saw 

the potential for more from the whole than the pieces 

alone would deliver.  He set out a strategy to integrate 

those assets to deliver end-to-end information technology 

solutions.   It was a bold, creative decision, and he 

wisely and famously implemented it by transforming the 

company’s culture along with its business, as he recaps in 

his memoir Who Says Elephants Can’t Dance?
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In my work at Kellogg School of Management and with clients through my firm, Third Angle, my colleagues 

and I have been involved with many organizations as they made far-reaching strategically creative 

decisions and carried them out.  These decisions and actions are the fruits of mindsets and assets, which 

represent seven of the ten Patterns of Profitability I have identified and are the topics of the first two 

papers in this series.

Mindsets:  A mindset of more sees new opportunities through lenses 

of both optimism and humility.  New yet familiar bridges the divide 

between today and tomorrow by using familiar metaphors, symbols, 

and rituals to frame a change.  Paradox opens wide a creative path 

to profitability and success by taking an alternate view of apparently 

contradictory elements. 

Assets:  Flexible assets are money, knowledge, people, and relationships 

that are free to move around and be invested in various ways anywhere 

in the organization to help it grow.  Three kinds of leaders hold a special 

capacity to be agents for growth and, as hotspots of energy with many 

connections, can have an outsized impact.  A third-party catalyst is an 

especially influential person, place or thing that makes the organization 

aware of the need for change and helps it work through barriers to move 

from its current state.  Mutuality is the disposition toward sharing of 

diverse assets to each other’s benefit.

Identifying Patterns 
of Profitability
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Successful strategies and actions also reveal Patterns of Profitability.  I’ve defined three patterns for creative 

decisions and wise actions that chart a winning path for organizations:  triple plays, embodiment, and 
fractal projects.

A triple play is a strategic creative play (a strategy, platform, product, service, approach, or tactic) that 

simultaneously addresses multiple motivations of key players who are directly or indirectly impacted by and 

can impact the effect/result. The smart phone, a win-win negotiation, a versatile collaboration space, and 

companies like TOMS shoes with cool products, culture and ways to help their communities are all examples 

of triple plays. The networked ecology of opportunity (NEO), which I discussed in the second paper of this 

series, is especially useful in identifying the triple play.  It helps people see the wide variety of assets in the 

organization’s landscape as well as the gaps and disconnects among them.  It reveals the potential to link 

assets to create a broader solution.  It makes visible the many players and their needs, the itches they want 

to scratch.  Where we see paradox in the NEO, we also usually find pointers to a triple play.

After widening our perspectives to encompass the variety and complexity of the NEO, we develop a cohesive 

view that pulls it back together.  We look for ways to tighten the connections, link different assets, and unify 

them into something new and valuable.  The triple play is the ultimate win-win-win.  With it everyone gains 

something by investing their assets, not the least of which is their personal contribution of capability and 

enthusiasm.  As all the players work together, the triple play becomes as much relational as it is transactional. 

Making the triple play a reality is a process no less a creative than identifying it.  For this the next Pattern of 

Profitability, embodiment, is crucial.  This pattern is found in the tactics chosen and behaviors modeled by 

leaders in the organization that reinforce movement toward or approximations of the desired state.  They 

are icons, if you will.  It can be as bold as changes to the physical space, as when Allstate’s leader removed 

the doors on all the offices to promote interaction among employees.  An example of embodying the value 

of being a market-focused organization is when we worked with a health company.  Employees from all 

departments collected market data from friends and family and worked on design teams with current and 

potential customers to come up with adaptations to their current technologies and services which caused 

exponential growth in revenue and market reach. These projects and leaders straddle the present and 

future by maintaining a sense of current conditions and sentiments, yet still exhibiting their willingness 

to take calculated risks to achieve a new state.  As they reinforce the core purpose that does not change 

while introducing new actions, they embed the change into the organization’s style and culture.  They use 

the culture to change the culture. What these projects and their people embody in the service of creativity, 

innovation and growth is in fact several of the other Patterns of Profitability, especially mindset of more, new 
yet familiar, three kinds of leaders, and mutual value.  

In his book The Practice of Adaptive Leadership, Ronald Heifetz describes the practice of “getting on the 

balcony.”  Doing so provides a view of the broader patterns of the situation, a context that is especially 

valuable when implementing a triple play.  The big picture seen from the balcony is similar to the insight 

provided by a NEO, with its diverse assets, players, icons, motivations, and connections.  Also visible from the 

balcony are the company’s stories, both past and present, which will help the formal and informal leaders 

“put the sidewalks where the people walk.” In other words, often it is best to try mini-versions of big ideas, 

observe the patterns and then replicate what works by pouring an adaptable structure around it.  This allows 

for balancing creativity and scale for it allows for an efficient number of observable workable paths to the 

same destiny.
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The last Pattern of Profitability is also focused on implementing the triple play:  fractal projects.  In geometry 

a fractal seems to be of a different shape at different scales.  Yet at any scale the whole shape is indeed 

there, its structure behaving and replicating in the same way as all the others.   In mathematics or physics, 

fractals help us see patterns to phenomena that might seem random.  In business, project organizations are 

like fractals:  they let us see the shape of the complex whole, but at a more manageable level.  Though the 

projects might seem to be unlike each other, the dynamics of one is usually replicating in some form another 

because of the greater organizational culture.  Instead of being thought of as something to fight against, this 

tendency can be exploited with fractal projects to implement triple plays.

Fractal projects are initial projects that are a micro-version of the vaster triple play and are capable of being 

replicated.  Unlike traditional pilot projects or skunk works implementations, which often seek to control 

unrealistically some variables that could derail change, fractal projects embrace the full complexity of the 

greater organization, but at a manageable scale.  The way they are designed creates a model that we can 

learn from and that can be scaled up and replicated naturally.  

For instance, we worked with a global goods company that had a reputation of being slower to market than 

its smaller, more nimble competitors, and felt divisiveness across professional and geographic lines.  When 

one project group that our NEO revealed had many of the Patterns of Profitability present in it but still was 

not achieving its potential, we knew to advise them to start to change the way they did projects there, as a 

fractal.  They came together in a few workshops, uncovered a few faulty assumptions about things like how 

to share data, keep each other informed, and get feedback faster. They agreed to and designed some shared 

meeting times and communication tools and set goals for speed, learning, respect and fun with each other. 

Things quickly changed in terms of business results, and the model was later replicated across the company 

when the leaders spread themselves out to new roles and new projects, taking along what they learned from 

the fractal and pollinating other projects.

One of the most valuable skills in this process is the capability to translate across different settings and 

situations.  Dorothy Leonard, a Harvard University professor who has researched knowledge, creativity, and 

innovation, has described an individual’s skills as “T-shaped” and “A-shaped.”  These terms recognize the 

importance of functional or disciplinary skills as well as the ability to apply that knowledge across situations.  

In working with very smart, talented professionals whose skills emulate this model, we found that their 

organizations were nonetheless acting in silos and not performing as well as desired.  Also, it took them years 

to develop T skills and A skills, and business and professional growth called for faster mastery.  To address 

this gap I coined the term “helix skills.”  Intertwined in the helix are technical expertise, general skills, and the 

capabilities of translating what others say and empathizing with them.  

We teach these skills and dispositions in the midst of helping organizations design and execute fractal 

projects and the larger triple plays.  What happens is that a more desirable culture and better relations with 

customers, supply chain partners and others outside the walls of the business emerges faster and more 

naturally than attempts at large-scale culture change outside the practical ground game of people at work 

doing projects in relationship with each other and with shared but also distinct goals and motivations.

It’s with this practical approach to implementing triple plays in complex organizations, with an eye on all ten 

Patterns of Profitability, and especially the last one, fractal projects, that we can help organizations evolve 

from a team of all-stars to an all-star team serving the entire business ecology in being more cost effective, 

growth oriented and helping people across the ecology find joy in their work.


