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The Software Synthesis 

In 1995, when Red Hat Software was posting sales of a mere $14 million, it didn’t look like a 

company destined to grow into the world’s dominant provider of Linux software, with annual 

revenue of $400 million, making co-founder Bob Young a billionaire in the process. In those 

days, the choices available to software entrepreneurs like Young seemed limited to two dominant 

business models. Companies such as Microsoft, Oracle, and SAP typified the classic proprietary 

software model. They invested heavily in research and development, guarded their intellectual 

property jealously, and charged high prices. They enjoyed wide profit margins because their 

customers, lacking access to the source code necessary to change or upgrade the software, were 

essentially locked into purchasing regular upgrades. 

 

The alternative model was the so-called free software model—a misnomer, in that the software 

was cheap but not free. Suppliers of free software sold shrink-wrapped CD-ROMs that included 

both software and source code. Prices were modest—$15 for a copy of Slackware in the early 

days of Linux, versus $200 for Microsoft Windows—but suppliers made money each time a new 

version was released. Volume was high, profit margins were thin, and revenue was uncertain, in 

part because the proliferation of small, idiosyncratic players scared away corporate customers, 

which were looking for standardization and predictability.  

 

Young found both models unsatisfactory. The high-margin, proprietary model was distasteful to 

Young because he was ideologically committed to the open software movement and its flagship, 



Linux. Linux and open software were predicated on the source code being freely available to all, 

giving Linux customers a degree of control over their software that the existing proprietary 

operating system suppliers were not willing to offer. But the doctrinaire free-software model 

placed unacceptable constraints on Red Hat’s growth, market penetration, and profitability. If 

Red Hat simply followed the established model, it would be just one of many Linux-based 

operating systems sellers and far from the biggest of a diverse lot. It would be locked into 

competing against a wide variety of developers, all of them producing a commodity product in a 

fringe market. 

 

Faced with two existing options, neither of them terribly appealing, Young incorporated aspects 

of each: as a loyal soldier in the open-source movement, he decided that Red Hat’s software 

would continue to be free. But like the proprietary software giants, Red Hat would profit by 

establishing an ongoing service relationship with its customers. Young re-engineered Red Hat’s 

software to make it available as a free download over the Internet. That one move, which sowed 

panic among his colleagues when he proposed it, vaulted it ahead of all its Linux rivals and 

established it as the only Linux provider of sufficient scale to gain the trust of big corporations. 

That corporate support established Red Hat’s dominance and assured its financial strength.1 

 

Doing or Thinking? 

In this book, I will analyze the process of integrative thinking, break it down into its constituent 

elements, and discuss the capacities and skills that must be developed to practice integrative 

thinking and exploit the full potential of the opposable mind. But before embarking on that 

exploration, it might be helpful to offer a working definition of Integrative Thinking: 
                                                 
1 From statements by Bob Young in discussion at Rotman School, September 23 and October 6, 2005. 



 
“The ability to face constructively the tension of opposing ideas and, instead 
of choosing one at the expense of the other, generate a creative resolution of 
the tension in the form of a new idea that contains elements of the opposing 
ideas but is superior to each.”  

 

This thinking discipline was the most common feature I found across the numerous leaders I 

interviewed. But apart from the skillful and advanced use of the opposable mind, this group was 

remarkably diverse:  they were older and younger; more overtly cerebral and more plain-spoken; 

more aggressive and more laid-back; more gregarious and more reserved.   

 

With so many differences among them, it would be presumptuous, at the very least, for me to 

claim to have found the one thing that guarantees leadership success. I am certain that a variety 

of capabilities contribute to business success. Intelligence, drive, and good health all play a part. 

So does getting the right break at the right time. But if nothing else, integrative thinking 

improves the odds of success, without foreclosing other actions and disciplines that other 

business thinkers rely on to solve problems.   

 

My emphasis on thinking is not necessarily widely shared by business theorists and practitioners. 

In recent years, the dominant question addressed for the would-be leader is “What should I do?” 

rather than “What should I think?” To this way of thinking, the dot-com bust was largely as a 

failure of grandiose strategies, and the collapse of the dot-coms tilted the conversation away 

from thinking to doing. The bias toward action is easily discerned in the three of the most 

influential business leadership books of recent years: Execution: The Discipline of Getting 



Things Done by Honeywell CEO Lawrence Bossidy and consultant Ram Charan2; Good to 

Great by professor-turned-guru Jim Collins3; and Straight from the Gut by Jack Welch4, the 

former super-CEO of General Electric.  

 

In Execution, Bossidy and Charan argue that “Execution is the great unaddressed issue in the 

business world today” and speak dismissively of executives who prefer to think about strategy. 

Bossidy and Charan itemize and specify all the things that executives must do to meet their 

definition of execution. The list gets pretty long: “The heart of execution lies in the three core 

processes: the people process, the strategy process, and the operations process…These processes 

are where the things that matter about execution need to be decided”5.  The rest of the book is 

dedicated to detailing what executives should do to execute within the three core processes, 

illustrated with the stories of impeccable execution by notable CEOs such as Dick Brown of 

EDS and Henry Schacht of Lucent. 

 

In Good to Great, Collins seeks to explain how companies can go from being merely good to 

sustainably great.  While doing that, he introduces the now-popular idea of “Level 5 

Leadership,” which is the kind of leadership found at companies that sustain greatness. Level 5 

leaders, Collins argues, show a combination of determination and self-effacement. They 

relentlessly give credit to those around them instead of taking it themselves. They get the right 

                                                 
2  Larry Bossidy and Ram Charan, Execution: The Discipline of Getting Things Done, New York: Crown 

Business, 2002. 
3 Jim Collins, Good to Great: Why Some Companies Make the Leap...And Others Don’t, New York: Harper 

Collins, 2001. 
4 Jack Welch, Straight from the Gut, New York: Warner Business, 2001. 
5 Bossidy and Charan, Execution, p. 22. 



people in the organization, give them jobs suited to their capabilities, and set aggressive goals. 

The book provides an extensive recipe for what one must do to be a Level 5 Leader. 

 

Welch’s book takes the reader on a journey through his career, with the primary focus on what 

he did to reach the top of GE and what he did once he got there.  

 

All three books stress action over strategy and describe the mindset that produces effective 

action. For Bossidy and Charan, the leaders’ mind must be focused on execution and following 

through, to the exclusion of almost everything else. Collins’s ideal mindset combines fierce will 

with personal humility. The mindset that Welch advocates is consumed with aiming high and 

settling for nothing less than winning.  

 

I would never dispute the importance of doing: thinking without doing is of little value or 

consequence. However, even on their own terms, it is difficult to come away from those three 

bestsellers with a compelling and practical prescription for what the would-be leader ought to do. 

 

Following the logic of Bossidy and Charan is a challenge.  Despite scoffing at leaders who focus 

on strategy rather than execution, they end up conceding that strategy is integral to execution. 

Because they cannot maintain a meaningful distinction between strategy and execution, the thing 

they call “execution” quickly morphs into a laundry list of everything a leader must do: strategy 

plus operations plus people management. Their theory is also undermined by the fate of the 

executives they chose as exemplars of superior execution. Shortly after the publication of the 

book, Brown and Schacht both were fired for dreadful performance.  



 

After Execution, Collins’s advice is refreshingly restrained and straightforward. He explains 

what a Level 5 Leader does, but he freely admits that he can’t yet tell readers how to become 

Level 5 leaders themselves. “For your own development,” he writes, “I would love to be able to 

give you a list of steps for becoming Level 5, but we have no solid research data that would 

support a credible list.”6 

 

Welch is particularly interesting. He was one of my integrative thinker interviewees and I came 

away seeing him as an exemplary integrative thinker. But I wouldn’t advise trying to figure out 

how he thinks from what he did. Early in his tenure as GE CEO, Welch insisted that each of 

GE’s businesses be number one or number in market share in its industry. He eventually noticed 

that his business unit leaders gamed the system he created by defining their markets in such a 

way that they were guaranteed the number one or two spot. Later in his career, he insisted that 

his businesses define their market share to be lower than 10 percent. He figured that business 

leaders would be quicker to spot market opportunities if they envisioned their market as much 

larger than their share of it. In this respect, Welch is an exemplary integrative thinker, secure 

enough to encounter changing circumstances without an inflexible ideology, and adaptable 

enough to change his approach when presented with new data. But emulating what Jack Welch 

did would invite confusion and incoherence, since Welch pursued diametrically opposed courses 

at different points in his career.  

 

I don’t wish to denigrate any of the books I’ve mentioned. They were bestsellers for a reason: 

business people want to know what makes a great leader because each would like to be a better 
                                                 
6 Jim Collins, Good to Great, p. 37 



leader.  Each book offers a particular perspective, and each perspective is valuable. But to 

approach every business problem with the question, “What should I do,” is to foreclose options 

before they can even be explored.  

 

Bossidy and Charan demonstrate that a bias toward doing doesn’t necessarily promote precise 

thinking. It can also promote a definition of execution that is too broad to be useful, crowding the 

entire spectrum of business activities under a single umbrella term. Collins demonstrates that 

even if you are pretty certain what Level 5 Leaders do, there is no resultant prescription for what 

you should do to become a Level 5 Leader.  Finally, Welch demonstrates that a focus on 

leadership actions is limited because actions appropriate in one context can be completely 

inappropriate in another. 

 

Instead of attempting to learn from observing the actions of leaders, I prefer to swim upstream to 

the antecedent of doing: thinking. My critical question is not what various leaders did, but how 

their cognitive processes produced their actions. Dick Brown’s and Henry Schacht’s actions 

might have looked meritorious to Bossidy because something about them suggested good 

execution (however that may be defined). But their thinking produced actions that were a bad fit 

within their particular business context, leading to the failures that cost them their jobs.  

 

Meet the Cast 

Deciphering how exemplary managerial leaders think is the burden of this book. To do so, I 

picked leaders with unquestioned records of success. I strove to include a wide variety of leaders 

from a broad range of contexts. I included business rock stars such as Jack Welch, Michael Dell 



of Dell Computers, A. G. Lafley, Bob Young and Meg Whitman of eBay, as well as less 

celebrated but equally successful CEOs, including Isadore Sharp, Chuck Knight of Emerson 

Electric, and Tim Brown of IDEO. I included a quintet of CEOs from fantastically successful 

Indian multinational—Nandan Nilekani of Infosys, K.V. Kamath, R. Raju of Satyam, and F.C. 

Kohli and S. Ramadorai of Tata Consultancy Services—and CEOs of globally consequential 

non-profit organizations, including Victoria Hale of the Institute for One World Health and Piers 

Handling of the Toronto International Film Festival. Also on my list are artists such as designer 

Bruce Mau and filmmaker Atom Egoyan. Finally, I included academics such as Nobel Laureate 

Michael Spence and the 20th century’s greatest business guru, Peter Drucker. These business 

academics have shifted the paradigms in their disciplines as profoundly as the CEOs on my list 

changed paradigms in their industries.  

 

My approach was to explore in detail the thinking behind the decisions that each leader found 

particularly difficult to make. It is in those critical incidents, I believe, that thinking patterns are 

most clearly revealed. My exploration turned out to be a challenging process, for them as well as 

for me. One person I interviewed told me that my questions made his head hurt! I came to 

understand that many of those I interviewed thought about their choices in implicit or tacit ways. 

For many, their interviews with me marked the first time anyone had probed them on the 

thinking behind their most critically important decisions. Even though they were brilliant 

thinkers, they were not always reflective or articulate about their thought processes.  

 

I interviewed most of them a single time, typically before a large audience. Almost all allowed 

their interview to be videotaped. With two subjects, I performed much more detailed 



explorations, taping them for approximately eight hours. I did so to see if the shape of their 

thinking changed substantially with prolonged probing. It did not—I simply took away a deeper 

understanding of their thought patterns.  

 

The interviews were exciting for me but unsettling. I knew that my subjects came from widely 

differing backgrounds and reached success by a variety of routes. I didn’t know when I started 

out if I would discern common patterns in their thinking. But the more interviews I conducted, 

the more strongly I came to feel that my interviewees’ mental processors were equipped with a 

common operating system. They each used their operating system in their own unique context to 

produce their own unique outcome, but the thinking process seemed to come from a common 

program.  The pattern of reasoning, or perhaps better, the cognitive discipline, that I discovered 

is what I came to call integrative thinking. It has a series of identifiable steps. It has a consistent 

purpose. It can be understood clearly and put into practice.  

 

It is important to note at this point that not all successful business leaders are adept at integrative 

thinking.  It was a common theme, not a universal one. Some of my sample group thought in 

ways that were distinct from the common pattern. And I freely admit that I couldn’t figure out 

how certain leaders thought or how their thinking pattern contributed to success. From this I 

conclude that integrative thinking is not a necessary condition for success. Success can derive 

from other approaches. Within those limitations, however, the integrative thinking approach was 

the most common theme connecting the leaders I interviewed. 

 

Cultivating the Opposable Mind 



An important question remains: Is the capacity for integrative thinking a gift reserved for a small 

minority or can it be consciously and intentionally developed? The Fitzgerald quote that opens 

this book suggests that integrative thinking is a naturally occurring capability limited to those 

born with “a first-rate intelligence.” By contrast, Chamberlin, with his explicitly developmental 

perspective, implies that integrative thinking is a skill and discipline that can be developed by 

those of us who aren’t geniuses. In Chamberlin’s view, the opposable mind is there waiting to be 

used – and with use, it develops its capacity for creating solutions that would otherwise not be 

evident: 

 
“The use of the method leads to certain peculiar habits of mind which deserve 
passing notice, since as a factor of education its disciplinary value is one of 
importance.  When faithfully pursued for a period of years, it develops a habit 
of thought analogous to the method itself, which may be designated a habit of 
parallel or complex thought.  Instead of a simple succession of thoughts in 
linear order, the procedure is complex, and the mind appears to become 
possessed of the power of simultaneous vision from different standpoints. 
Phenomena appear to become capable of being viewed analytically and 
synthetically at once.”7  

  

Is integrative thinking un-teachable, or is it merely un-taught? Is it a function of pure 

intelligence, as Fitzgerald would have it or of dedication and practice, as Chamberlin suggest?   

 

My own classroom experience suggests—but does not prove—that people can be taught to use 

their opposable minds and grow more skilled and confident with practice. But it is already clear 

that integrative thinking is untaught. The world has not organized itself to produce integrative 

thinkers as it does brain surgeons or computer engineers. Integrative thinking is largely a tacit 

skill in the heads of people who have cultivated, knowingly or otherwise, their opposable mind. 

Many of those people don’t appear to know how they are thinking or that it is different from the 
                                                 
7 Chamberlin, Science, p. 94. 



common run of thought. They just do it. But an outsider can observe, describe, and analyze their 

thinking process. And from this conscious, systematic study, a method of teaching that process is 

starting to emerge.  

 

In the next chapter, I will begin the exploration of integrative thinking by breaking the process of 

integrative thinking into its four constituent parts: salience, causality, architecture and resolution 

(Chapter Two). Then I will show how integrative thinkers’ capacity for distinguishing models 

from reality is critical to driving through the constituent parts to a creative resolution (Chapter 

Three). Following that, I will identify how the twin forces of simplification and specialization 

discourage integrative thinking and describe how those forces can be countered (Chapter Four). 

Then I will introduce a framework for building integrative thinking capacity (Chapter Five). 

Finally, I describe how to build capacity in each of the three components of the framework – 

stance (Chapter Six), tools (Chapter Seven) and experiences (Chapter Eight) – including how 

each can be and is being taught.  
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