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ABSTRACT

During the Exodus, time spent in the desert was intended to provide the Israelites the discipline necessary to learn to rely on God. Once
inside the Promised Land, they moved away from this discipline. In the same way success can lead organizations to forsake core values and lose
their competitive advantage. The Israelites’ experience from their initial entry into and eventual exit (exile) from the Promised Land provides
a useful framework for studying decline in otherwise successful companies. The Israelites’” behavior during their occupation of the Promised
Land is analyzed using Collins five stage model of corporate failure, where comparable missteps committed by corporations are highlighted.
This comparative study offers helpful insights from the Promised Land experience and suggests how a repentance process could help mitigate

strategic errors that contribute to organizational failures.

» INTRODUCTION

n October 2018, a Lion Air 737 Max crash in Indonesia
killed 189 passengers. Less than five months later, global
regulators grounded Boeing’s newly designed Max 737

after 157 people died in an Ethiopian Airlines 737
Max crash. Emails revealed Boeing bragged about using “Jedi mind
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tricks” to persuade airlines and regulators that pilots familiar with
the earlier version of the 737 would not need simulator training on
the Max, a significant cost saving that Boeing knew would appeal to
its customers.! Evidence also indicated that Boeing executives failed
to adequately inform pilots about the new system and disregarded
engineers’ recommendations for more advanced flight controls.” In
addition, former managers have alleged that Boeing set ambitious
cost targets to offset orders placed at prices unattainable from an
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engineering standpoint.’ A recent FAA inspection confirmed that
the 737 Max failed 33 of 89 safety checks.

Leaders at Boeing and other great companies can succumb to
hubris. They lose the discipline necessary to sustain the organization’s
competitive advantage, grow too quickly, undertake projects outside
of their scope, and commit other blunders. The pattern of these
missteps resembles the Israelites’ mistakes after they entered the
Promised Land. Prior to entering the Promised Land, time spent in
the desert was intended to provide the Israelites with the discipline
necessary to learn to trust God. Upon entering a land occupied by
people who did not know God, the Israelites began straying from
God’s conditions for remaining in the Promised Land. In a similar
manner, success can sway organizations to forsake their core values,
overreach, and lose their competitive advantage.

This article explores the sequence of poor decision making
that leads to decline in successful companies in light of the
Israelites’ experience

common organizational factor identified in the analysis was a lack
of managers and workers able to competently implement a strategic
initiative. These four factors accounted for more than half of the
stall points that occurred.

In his book How the Mighty Fall, Jim Collins also attributed
declines in highly successful businesses to factors within the control
of its leaders.® The four factors cited in the study above appear
throughout different stages of Collins” approach. He deconstructed
paths of the decline of eleven successful companies into five stages:’

Stage 1: Hubris Born of Success

Stage 2: Undisciplined Pursuit of More
Stage 3: Denial of Risk and Peril

Stage 4: Grasping for Salvation

Stage 5: Capitulation to Irrelevance or Death

Although failure to

in the Promised Land.
The discussion begins
with a brief review of
Collins” five stage model
decline,
focusing on the mistakes
that result as discipline

of  corporate

Success can sway organizations to forsake of corporate
their core values, overreach, and lose their
competitive advantage.

innovate or change is
often cited as a cause

decline,
“overreaching better
captures  how  the
mighty fall.”® According
to  Collins, arrogance

is lost. It then examines
how each stage along
the path of decline (i.e., Hubris Born of Success, Undisciplined
Pursuit of More, Denial of Risk and Peril, Grasping for Salvation,
and Capitulation to Irrelevance or Death) has characteristics that
also mark the periods of the Israclites” experience in the Promised
Land (i.e., Conquest and Judges, Kingdoms of Saul and David,
Solomon’s Reign, the Divided Kingdom, and Exile). The insights
gained from this analysis suggest a possible mediating mechanism
in the form of a repentance process that can help restore success
during organizational decline.

» COLLIN'S STAGES OF
DECLINE

C onventional wisdom ascribes the failure of many great
companies to causes outside of management control, but
research suggests otherwise. A study of 500 top corporations over
the latter part of the 1900’ examined stall points - sudden and
ongoing nosedives in revenue growth.’ The researchers found that
if a company was not able to reverse a stall in a couple of years,
it was unlikely to resume healthy revenue growth. Their analysis
traced stall points to external factors only thirteen percent of the
time, with the remaining eighty-seven percent attributable to
either strategic factors or organizational design - factors under
the control of management. Common strategic missteps included
premium position captivity, where a competitor challenged the firm
by either lowering costs or changing the consumer’s perception of
the product’s value; malfunctions in managing innovation; and
failure to capitalize on an existing core’s growth possibilities. A

in Stages 1-3 leads to
strategic mistakes and
slows the organization’s growth trajectory. However, the organization
appears to be strong and thriving until Stage 4, where its internal
decline becomes apparent to outsiders.

Just as firms can eventually lose the discipline necessary to
sustain their competitive advantage when they become successful,
the Israclites began straying from God’s conditions for remaining
in the Promised Land as soon as they entered it. Prior to their
entry into the Promised Land, Moses reminded the Israelites that
God’s covenant with them was contingent on their obedience to
him (Deut. 7:12-16). Over the previous forty years, God had used
the desert to teach them to rely on him, especially during times of
uncertainty. The desert had forced the Israclites to depend on God
for food, water, and protection. Reliance on God manifested itself
as obedience. They followed the cloud/fire in the desert, staying
put or moving according to his instruction (Exodus 13:21). In
other words, the time the Israelites spent in the desert provided the
discipline that they needed as they learned to trust and obey God.

Moses articulated two concerns regarding their future adherence
to the covenant. First, he warned the Israelites that times of plenty
in the Promised Land could cause them to forget God and his
faithfulness to them (Deut. 8:11-14). Second, their stubbornness
troubled him: “For I know how rebellious and stiff-necked you are.
If you have been rebellious against the Lord while I am still alive
and with you, how much more will you rebel after I die!” (Deut.
31:27).° Telling the Israclites they were stiff-necked was intended to
call them out as a people not amenable to being led by God.*

One of the promises included in the covenant was that the
blessings promised to Abraham’s descendants would eventually be
available to everyone (Genesis 12:2-3).!' Abraham’s descendants
were intended to be set apart and serve as an example. Remaining
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distinct required not blending in with those living in the
surrounding countries by adopting their customs and habits. It also
meant not forming alliances with people in the area or worshipping
idols (Deut. 7:2-3 and Deut. 8:19-20).'2

The call for the Israclites to resist becoming indistinct,
forgetful, or stubborn provides insights for organizations secking
to cement their competitive advantages. Decision-makers in
successful companies understand the source of their distinctiveness
— principles or values that set them apart from their competitors.
Maintaining a competitive advantage requires the discipline to
choose only those actions that align with the company’s core values.
Collins argued such discernment requires the understanding of why
things are done the way they are done (their processes) and under
what circumstances those processes might be changed.

Great companies are disciplined in sustaining their competitive
advantage. Jay Barney’s Resource Based View ascribes sustainable
competitive advantage to possessing resources that are valuable,
rare, and difficult to imitate or substitute.”® In the case of the
Israclites, this discipline to sustain a competitive advantage is
upheld by God’s command that his people remain distinct and not
seek to worship God-substitutes. Yet their forgetfulness once they
settled in the Promised Land led to idol worship and other forms
of disobedience. Their spiritual separation eventually led to physical
dislocation from the exile. The same could happen to enterprises
which are disciplined in the initial stages but become lax once a
record of success is established.

Stage 1: Hubris Born of Success (the Conquest)

Collins described an organization’s initial stage of decline
as “hubris born of success.” Table 1 lists selected characteristics
associated with this stage. In this stage, the organization perceives
success as deserved and expects it to continue regardless of what
it chooses to do. Leaders attribute success to processes, or what
the organization does, as opposed to principles - the “why’s” for
things done in a specific manner and the circumstances that would

make those processes ineffective. A decline in the readiness of the
organization to keep learning is evident as leaders become less
inquisitive.

The characteristics in Table 1 are apparent soon after Joshua led
the Israelites into the Promised Land. Prior successes led Joshua and
the military leaders to rely on self-confidence instead of prayer prior
to the first battle of Ai, in which they suffered devastating losses
(Joshua7:2-5)." Being enamored of their previous accomplishments,
they expected success in the battle because of their record of victory
rather than the true cause of their success - God’s favor on them as a
people set apart to trust and obey him. Learning from the defeat at
Ai, Joshua and the army won their next battle and had miraculous
victories over the Canaanites as they obeyed God.

Joshua 9:3-15 describes another misstep that occurred when
Joshua and the leaders formed an alliance with Gibeon, one of the
surrounding countries with whom God instructed the Israelites not
to make agreements. The Gibeonites were able to mislead Joshua
because he failed to seek God’s counsel. The lack of due diligence
in the decision-making process reveals the Israelites’ arrogance and
expectation of unmitigated success, putting their trust on processes
as opposed to principles. In both missteps the Israelites discounted
the role of a factor beyond their control - God’s favor, and relied too
much on their own capabilities.

Despite these mistakes, Israel prospered, serving God
throughout the lifetime of leaders who outlived Joshua (Joshua
8:3-27 and Joshua 24:31). However, the next generations did not
know God and refused to obey his laws. Displaying the traits of
Stage 1, the new generations became less learning oriented. God
sent judges to remind the Israelites of his faithfulness and to guide
them, but they stubbornly refused to turn away from their evil
practices. Ignoring the instructions in Deuteronomy 7:2-3, they
lived among the seven nations, made marriage alliances with their
sons and daughters, and worshiped their gods, perpetuating cycles
of sin, outside occupation, and peace (Judges 1:1-2:10 and Judges
3:7-11). The last verse of Judges concludes: “In those days Israel had
no king; everyone did what as they saw fit” (Judges 21:25). It speaks

TABLE1
STAGE 1: HUBRIS BORN OF SUCCESS AND THE CONQUEST

MARKER ISRAELITE BLUNDER

Arrogance: Success is viewed as
“deserved,” factors that initiated
success are forgotten.

Israel’s military lost the battle of Ai
after failing to pray first.

CORPORATE MISSTEP

Unexpected decline in Nike sales is attributed to Nike neglecting the mainstay
“running shoes” category of their market.

Kodak resisted transitioning away from film despite being an early developer
of digital photography technology. They believed their long record of profits
would persist.

‘What replaces why: Actions are
based on processes instead of
principles.

‘The Hivites tricked Joshua into signing
a peace treaty.

Hewlett Packard acquired Autonomy in 2011 for $10 Billion. Lack of due
diligence resulted in purchasing a multibillion dollar accounting cover-up.
AOL failed to perform due diligence before acquiring Time Warner in 2001 for
$350 billion.

Loss of curiosity in learning or
reducing costs.

The generation after Joshua did

not know God. They lived among
surrounding nations, made marriage
alliances with their offspring, and
worshiped their gods.

Elon Musk is simultaneously leading six companies and has lost interest in
paring costs at Tesla.
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to the Israelites” refusal to educate themselves in God’s word.

As with the Israeli experience, there are many parallel corporate
examples in this stage. Table 1 lists a few recent instances. An
arrogant attitude that renders success as “deserved,” such as what
happened at Ai, could describe Nike’s surprising decline in sales
recently as it shifted the focus from running, a core business, to
limited-edition sneakers."”” The Hivites tricked Joshua into signing
a peace treaty after he failed to conduct due diligence because of his
arrogance and a focus on process instead of principles. In the same
way bad outcomes ensued from AOLs merger with Time Warner
and Hewlett Packard’s acquisition of Autonomy.'® At Tesla, as Elon
Musk simultaneously runs SpaceX, The Boring Co., Neuralink,
X Corp. and xAl, he has lost interest in reducing costs at the EV
company.'” These mistakes happen when decision-making becomes
process-oriented instead of principles-based. They are a reminder to
leaders of the need to focus on core capabilities, maintain discipline,
and continue learning about their businesses and the environment.

Stage 2: The Undisciplined Pursuit of More (the Kingdoms of
Saul and David)

The next stage of decline in Collins’ analysis occurs when
the organization pursues more scale and scope to the point of
overreach. Table 2 lists selected characteristics associated with
this stage. Dramatic changes occur that are inconsistent with the
organization’s core values. Previous successes lead to unrealistic
growth expectations, creating an obsession that confuses getting
bigger with principles that have made it great in the past. Leaders
pursue their own self-interests instead of those of the enterprise,
allocating more resources for themselves and their inner circle.
Long term organizational success is sacrificed for short term
gains. Undisciplined growth increases costs, and the organization
responds by increasing prices instead of becoming more disciplined.
Undisciplined growth results in bureaucratic rules replacing an
environment of freedom and responsibility that was associated with
discipline. The proportion of right people in key positions declines

due to an exodus of talent or growth beyond the organization’s
ability to execute competently. Future leadership succession
becomes less apparent.

Several characteristics of Stage 2 are apparent in the reigns of
Israel’s first two kings. God rescued the Israelites from slavery in
Egypt to provide them with the freedom to worship him. Although
they were supposed to rely on God for security, the Israelites
demanded a king to be like the nations around them and to feel
safe (1 Samuel 8:5).' When Saul was anointed king he succeeded
militarily but “his explosive disposition caused trouble more than
once with both people and prophet” (1 Samuel 10:23-24)." Saul’s
hubris reflected his insecurity and obsession with his self-image,
symptomatic of an attribution bias causing an extreme belief
in one’s abilities.”® Consider Saul’s disobedience at Gilgal when
he became worried that his army would leave. He sacrificed the
animals before battle instead of waiting for Samuel as instructed (1
Samuel 13:7-14). He prioritized enhancing his image over obeying
God, pursuing self-promotion at the risk of the organization’s
success. He made a second decision that reflected another trait of
Stage 2, overreaching. God instructed him to attack the Amalekites
and destroy everything for the purpose of a holy war (I Samuel
15:1-3). After battle he disobeyed and “spared King Agag and the
best of the sheep, the oxen, the more valuable animals, the lambs,
and everything that was good” to enhance his standing with his own
people and offer a sacrifice (1 Samuel 15:9-24). Saul prioritized the
process (the sacrifice) over the principle (obedience to God) and was
rejected by God as king.

David replaced Saul as king and enjoyed numerous military
successes that included victory over the Philistines (2 Samuel 5:4-
5).2' Although often described as a man after God’s own heart,
David committed missteps emblematic of Stage 2. David placed his
own interests ahead of those in his organization. He remained in
Jerusalem instead of staying with his troops during the Ammonite
war, which led to his adultery and murder of Uriah (2 Samuel 11:1-
27). He called for a census for military draft and taxation purposes
that was opposed by the Israelites and angered God (2 Samuel 24:1-

TABLE 2
STAGE 2: THE UNDISCIPLINED PURSUIT OF MORE AND THE KINGDOMS OF SAUL AND DAVID

MARKER ISRAELITE BLUNDER

Undisciplined leaps: Dramatic
choices occur that are inconsistent
with the company’s core values.

The Israelites demanded a king to be
like the surrounding countries. This
disobeyed God’s instructions to remain
distinct and rely on him.

CORPORATE MISSTEP

AOL acquired Time Warner to control mass media activity but lacked expertise
needed to manage a massive media conglomerate.

Kmart concluded their core business was saturated. They abandoned it to
expand into unrelated areas.

Saul committed two acts of
disobedience and justified himself by

claiming to honor God.

Confusing Bigness with Greatness:
Pursuit of growth at all costs.

Volkswagen was determined to control the U.S. automobile market. They
programmed cars to cheat by changing how diesel engines ran when
undergoing emissions tests.

Lack of apparent successor. Ambiguity regarding who would
succeed David on the throne caused

rivalry among his sons.

Re-approval of Elon MusK’s contested stock options was a failure of its board in
succession planning and reducing Tesla’s dependence on Musk.
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2).22 Unlike the census taken while the Israelites were in the desert,
David’s order was an undisciplined leap that violated a core value
of the covenant - relying on God’s provision of adequate resources
for security. As a result, David’s rule provided increased protection
against external threats but came at the cost of personal freedom
for the Israclites as they were expected to join the military.” He
replaced discipline with bureaucracy and a system of rules that
eroded freedom and raised cost and taxes.

David’s choices resulted in a lack of clear succession to leadership,
another indicator of Stage 2. It is apparent in Scripture (2 Samuel
13:1-18:33) that David’s multiple wives were among those who
wondered who David’s successor would be.?® Rivalry among David’s
sons induced instability. Absalom murdered David’s oldest son,
Amnon, and later died in battle after rebelling against David (2
Samuel 13:20-29, 2 Samuel 15:1-12, and 2 Samuel 17:24-18:33).
Adonijah, the oldest surviving son, proclaimed himself king before
Nathan and Bathsheba convinced David to select Solomon as king
instead (1 Kings 1:5-30).

Table 2 offers a number of corporate examples that illustrate
Stage 2 missteps. Israel’s desire to be like other nations led them
to abandon their single focus on God as King, a “core” reason for
flourishing. In a similar manner AOL acquired Time Warner to
diversify from its core business (internet operations), yet it lacked
the expertise to manage the massive media conglomerate. Kmart
expanded from its core retail operations to a network of unrelated
businesses (fast foods, Payless drug stores, Sports Authority, and
OfficeMax) that challenged its leadership. Volkswagen cheated on
emission tests with built-in software that reflected an “overwhelming
desire to dominate the U.S. market with diesel-powered vehicles.”?
In the case of Tesla, the board re-approved founder Elon MusK’s
contested stock options and failed to strategically lay out a plan of
succession,” in a way that is reminiscent of David’s failure to execute
a succession plan. These examples demonstrate the risk of failing
to take advantage of “core” opportunities, adhere to foundational

principles of greatness, and execute meaningful succession plans as
organizations scale.

Stage 3: Denial of Risk and Peril (Solomon’s Kingdom)

Collins’ third stage of organizational decline is characterized by
the denial of risks and perils. Table 3 lists selected characteristics
associated with this stage. Mounting arrogance over the previous
stages results in a decision-making process that is overly optimistic.
Excessively ambitious forecasts of sales, costs, and other metrics
ignore production realities and the accrued experience. Over
optimism and arrogance are evident - negative news is disregarded,
and external praises are embraced. Team dysfunction emerges as the
decision-making process regresses from one characterized by debates
producing unified decisions to authoritarian pronouncements
leading to unhappy detractors. Leadership perks insulate
management from day-to-day operations and further contribute
to the culture of arrogance. Decision-makers become preoccupied
with reorganization and other aspects of internal operations at the
expense of remaining informed of crucial external circumstances.

At the beginning of his reign, Solomon asked for wisdom but
God gave him wealth and honor as well, on the condition that he
continued to obey God (1 Kings 3:4-14). Despite such promising
beginnings, Solomon subsequently made other disastrous decisions.
He succumbed to the endowment effect, a tendency to overvalue
possessions. He made choices that were prohibited: many horses,
multiple wives, and stockpiles of silver and gold.”” Solomon’s
foreign wives led him to build “high places” for worshipping their
own false gods (1 Kings 11:1-10). God admonished Solomon twice
in dreams about his transgressions but he ignored them, exhibiting
a confirmation bias where one chooses to ignore unfavorable
information and favor information that is consistent with currently
held values and beliefs.

Before granting the Israelites’ request for a king, God had

TABLE 3
STAGE 3: DENIAL OF RISK AND PERIL AND SOLOMON'S KINGDOM

MARKER ISRAELITE BLUNDER

Pursuit of brash ambitions with

deadly risk.

Solomon disobeyed God and accrued
horses, wives, and gold and silver. This
posed the possibility of turning his heart
away from God.

CORPORATE MISSTEP

e Sears overdiversified into areas in which they had no expertise. Instead of
its core home building products, the retailer invested in apparel, insurance,
banking, investments and real estate.

God warned Solomon twice in dreams that
he had pursued other gods and needed to

repent. Solomon ignored him both times.

Dismissal of bad news.
Troubleshooters and skeptics are
criticized.

*  Kodak perceived supporters of replacing film with digital photography as
“heretics.”

Leadership team dynamics erode.
Dictatorship replaces dialogue and
debate.

Supporting the kingdom overburdens
the Israelites, particularly tribes in the
Northern Kingdom.

*  The SEC charged several former members of Volkswagen’s leadership team
with financial fraud and lying about the company’s environmental impact.
Five former executives described the management culture as one of fear.

*  Former Boeing employees alleged that “cost, schedule, and production
pressures undermined safety of the 737 MAX” and described Boeing’s

culture as one of concealment.

Imperious detachment: Perks of
power isolate leaders from day-to-
day operations.

Solomon’s court was large. He spent more
time building his palace than the Temple.

*  Boeing moved its headquarters from Seattle to Chicago in 2001 to prevent
activity at production plants from distracting top managers.

Internal politics distract focus from
critical external conditions.

Restlessness among the countries
surrounding the kingdom exposed
Solomon’s waning power.

e A 2024 blowout in the fuselage of an Alaskan Airlines flight was among
the many production problems that suggest a disconnect between Boeing’s
management initiatives and production realities.
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warned that their sons, daughters, and money would be taken to
support a kingdom (1 Samuel 8:11-17). Erosion of healthy team
dynamics, a characteristic of Stage 3, was apparent as people in
the kingdom became overburdened from supporting Solomon’s
kingdom, particularly the northern tribes.”® Solomon eventually
drafted workers from the southern tribes, angering that portion of
the kingdom as well.?”

In Solomon’s quest for more (the “imperious detachment”
characteristic of Stage 3), he embarked on grandiose projects
including the Temple and his palace, which took six more years
to complete than the Temple (1 Kings 6:36 and 1 Kings 7:1).
He also had a large court (1 Kings 4).*° Resentment among the
Israclites increased as they realized that they were being exploited
for Solomon’s enrichment rather than for national welfare.?!

The spending needed to support multiple wives, lavish building
projects, and a growing bureaucracy forced Solomon to sell territory,
causing him “to lose control of strategic routes.”* This confirms
another sign of Stage 3: a leader who becomes distracted by internal
politics would pay less attention to strategic external conditions.
Growing restlessness in surrounding countries testified to Solomon’s
waning power.** Hadad led a revolt in Edom and became an
adversary of Solomon by interrupting trade routes and attacking his
kingdom (1 Kings 11:14-22). Additional headaches for Solomon
occurred after Rezon took over Damascus and weakened Solomon’s
ability to control Aramean territories (1 Kings 11:23-25).

Some corporate examples are illustrative of Stage 3. Sears” overly
ambitious diversification into clothing, banking, investments,
and real estate outside of its core retail business contributed to its
ultimate downfall. Kodak dismissed the threatening “bad news” of
digital photography as “heretic.”* Just as erosion in leadership trust
ensued from the overburdened Israelites, employees at Volkswagen
and Boeing described their corporate cultures as ones of fear and
concealment.” Boeing’s management decided in 2001 to move

its headquarters from Seattle to Chicago so that senior executives
would not be distracted by its production plants.** A recent
blowout in the fuselage during an Alaskan Airlines flight has been
attributed to “manufacturing error or lack of quality control” and is
among the production problems that indicate a disconnect between
Boeing’s top-level initiatives and production realities.” Aside from
imperious detachment, these production problems also reflected a
preoccupation with internal politics at the expense of a focus on
external conditions, which is reminiscent of Solomon’s problems as
neighboring countries became restless.

The denial of risk and peril apparent throughout Solomon’s
reign is a sober warning of how easily downfall can happen, despite
extraordinary beginnings. Arrogance hampers an organization’s
ability to recognize downside risks. Solomon’s leadership fails serve
as a reminder of the dangers of dismissing bad news, detachment
from the needs of the rank and file, and allowing internal politics to
overshadow external circumstances.

Stage 4: Grasping for Salvation (The Divided Kingdom)

Ongoing internal deterioration becomes apparent to outsiders
as the organization grasps for salvation in Stage 4. Table 4 lists some
characteristics associated with this stage. The organization frantically
searches for “game changing” acquisitions, exciting innovations, or
other silver bullet solutions that are inconsistent with its core values
or competency. Desperation also causes it to seek a charismatic
leader-as-savior, often an outsider. The culture becomes obsessed
with a highly publicized radical change or transformation. Members
become confused or cynical as the organization drifts further away
from its core values. Decreased cash flows and financial distress
force repeated organizational restructuring and further narrow its
range of choices and strategic options. Temporary improvements
are followed by letdowns.

TABLE 4
STAGE 4: THE DIVIDED KINGDOM AND GRASPING FOR SALVATION

MARKER ISRAELITE BLUNDER

Rehoboam increased taxes to enhance his
stature.

Address critical problems with
“game changing” acquisitions and
other big moves.

CORPORATE MISSTEP

e Sears addresses its failing business model by merging with Kmart, another
struggling company.

The Israelites followed Jeroboam of the
tribe of Ephraim.

Leader as savior: Charismatic
outsiders are sought to serve as a
silver bullet.

*  Several high-profile external candidates have rejected the opportunity to
become CEO of Boeing.

Radical changes, such as dramatic
cultural transformations or
revolutions, occur with much
fanfare.

The kingdom is divided into the Southern
Kingdom, Judah (tribes of Judah and
Benjamin), and the Northern Kingdom,
Israel (the remaining ten tribes).

*  Boeing fired CEO Dennis Muilenburg after fatal crashes in Ethiopia and
Indonesia but makes no changes in its core operations despite growing
safety concerns among employees.

Erosion of core values to the point
of irrelevance.

Idol worship spread through both
kingdoms. Jeroboam built shrines in the

not Levites.

high places and appointed priests who were

* A whistleblower claimed Boeing cut corners by using inferior or rejected
parts.

Financial strength deteriorates.
caused its ten tribes to disappear and
ushered in Stage 5.

Assyria’s takeover of the Northern Kingdom

*  Kodak failed to recognize the impending threat posed by foreign
competition until it was too late. They filed for bankruptcy in 2012.
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An important point emphasized in Collins' analysis is that
despite issues hampering internal processes in Stages 1-3, the
organization appears to be healthy and thriving to outsiders. Similar
impressions apply to the Promised Land at this point in history. The
reigns of David and Solomon are often described as the “Golden
Era.”*® The northern and southern tribes were strong militarily and
economically, enjoying “unprecedented wealth and fame.”

The internal decline of the kingdom became visible after
Solomon’s death when his son Rehoboam became king, pushing
the kingdom into Stage 4. The high taxation necessary to support
the kingdom had provoked growing public resentment. When the
Israclites asked Rehoboam to lower taxes, he took advice from his
young advisors (and ignored his elder advisors) to toughen his image
by making the “big move” of further increasing the tax burden (I
Kings 12:7-14). Consistent with Collins’ prediction that “big moves”
are more likely to occur when a manager succeeds a legendary leader,
Rehoboam intended the move to elevate his image above Solomon.
In response, the northern tribes rebelled. Like desperate firms that
find  themselves in

warning about the future invasion of the Babylonians (Micah 3:12)
because it would not have occurred during his lifetime (a trait
harkened back to Stage 3’s “Denial of Risk and Peril”).** Hezekiah
chose personal comfort and safety at the cost of security for his
kingdom.®

After Hezekiah’s death, his son Manasseh allowed Judah to return
to idolatry, restore the high places, and practice sorcery (2 Kings
21:1-9 and 2 Chronicles 33:1-9). The last righteous ruler of Judah
was Josiah, who reigned for 31 years. He tried to eliminate idolatry
in Judah, oversaw repair of the Temple, and rediscovered the Book
of the Law.* His reign was followed by kings who disobeyed God
and oversaw a suffering kingdom.®

Table 4 offers a few corporate examples illustrative of Stage 4
malaise. Much like Rehoboam’s bold move to raise taxes, Sears made
the “game changing” decision to merge with Kmart, another failing
company.*® While the ten northern tribes sought in Jeroboam an
outside savior,"” Boeing sought a new “savior” external candidate
as CEO including former executives from GE and Carrier

Global.®® The radical

Stage 4, the breakaway
tribes sought a silver
bullet - they gravitated

The denial of risk and peril apparent

transformation of the
unified Israel Kingdom
into North and South

toward an  outside , . . echoed Boeing’s
leader, Jeroboam of the throughout Solomon's reign is a sober 2023 clim that it
tribe of Ephraim. . . transformed its culture

Uponestablishment warning of how easi ly downfall can happe n, to one more tolerant
of the divided kingdom despite extraordinary beginningS. of dissent: More
(The Southern recently, claims have

Kingdom of Judah led

emerged that Boeing

by Rehoboam and the

Northern Kingdom of

Israel led by Jeroboam),” the trust of God gave way to idol worship
in Israel, reducing core values to the point of irrelevance (another
trait of Stage 4). Jeroboam permitted this violation of God’s law to
protect his leadership and to discourage the people from going to
the Temple in Jerusalem (I Kings 12:26-27). He also built shrines
in high places and appointed priests who were not Levites (1 Kings
12:31-35).

Chronic restructuring and erosion of financial strength,
another trait of Stage 4, became evident in both Judah and Israel.
Egypt plundered the Temple and the King’s palace, decreasing the
Southern Kingdom’s financial strength (I Kings 14:25-26). Assyria
took over the Northern Kingdom, a “restructuring” that caused the
ten tribes to disappear, pushing that part of the Promised Land into
Stage 5 - the capitulation to death (2 Kings 17:23).!

Upswings and disappointments, a Stage 4 trait, characterized
much of the Southern Kingdom. Attempts to lead the kingdom in
an obedient manner were apparent throughout Asa’s 41-year reign
as he eliminated prostitutes and idols and returned silver and gold
to the Temple (1 Kings 15:1-15). King Hezekiah’s 29-year rule was
another upturn. He “reestablished worship” in the Temple after
cleansing it, removed high places and idols in Judah, and reinstated
Passover (2 Kings 18:1-5, 2 Chronicles 29:1-36, and 2 Chronicles
30:1-27). Later in his reign, he became mortally ill but God spared
his life. Once healed, Hezekiah boasted of Judah’s wealth to the
Babylonians. Interestingly he actually found comfort in Isaiah’s
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was cutting corners by
using nonconforming
and inferior parts.” If true, they confirm that core values in this
once stellar manufacturer have eroded to the point of irrelevance,
much like the return of idol worship in the Promised Land. The
Northern Kingdom’s demise after it was taken over by Assyria also
reminds us of Kodak’s bankruptcy after it ignored the threat posed
by foreign competition.*

Much can be learned from these experiences. Leaders are well
advised to resist “big moves” to enhance the organization’s image or
as a panacea for problems. Outside candidates need not be sought
as a natural in leadership succession plans. Most importantly,
organizations must not allow the pressure of a desperate situation
to promote choices that compromise core values. Just as external
factors failed to pose serious threats to the divided kingdom until
they were well into Stage 4, businesses could very well survive
external threats (e.g., innovation or structural shocks) unless they
had progressed through deterioration in values and competence
during the beginning stages of decline.

Stage 5: Capitulation to Death vs Restoration (the Exile)

When distinguishing organizations in Stage 4 that capitulate to
death from those that eventually bounce back, Collins identifies
two factors. First, spending more time in Stage 4 increases the odds
that an organization will fail as its financial strength and morale
wear away. Failed companies lack liquidity and the ability to repay
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debt.’! Second, although no single leader can build an organization,
the wrong leader with power can bring it down. Research shows that
ethical failures, when key leaders operating with malicious intent,
characterize some of the most spectacular business failures over the
past twenty-five years.’”? Research also shows that leaders evaluated
as having “high character” generate a return on assets (ROA) that is
five times of those evaluated as “low character.”® Consider this in
the context of Solomon’s decision to marry multiple foreign wives.
The alliances that ensured access to resources came at the cost of
violating God’s mandates and destroyed Solomon’s faith and his
ability to uphold God’s law. 1 John 2:15-17 remind us that:

Do not love the world or anything in the world. If anyone loves

the world, love for the Father is not in them. For everything

in the world—the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and
the pride of life—comes not from the Father but from the
world. The world and its desires pass away, but whoever does
the will of God lives forever.
Solomon’s love for women and wealth reflects priorities that
are world-centric instead of God-centric. If he had an eternity
perspective and prioritized choices with long term spiritual benefits,
the outcome for him and his kingdom could have been very
different.

The Northern and Southern kingdoms show the divergence
in paths possible once companies enter Stage 4. Twenty monarchs
(and nine different dynasties) ruled the Northern Kingdom
between its beginning and its destruction by the Assyrians, and
Scripture describes them all as evil.” Despite warnings sent by God
through his prophets, the Northern Kingdom never repented. It
entered Stage 5 and capitulated to death when its tribes completely
disappeared. Many organizations also find themselves irrelevant or
dead subsequent to the deterioration of morale and finance during
previous stages of decline. In contrast, the Southern Kingdom
underwent periods of occupation, exile, and restoration. In the
same way some companies experience ups and downs in Stage 4 but
eventually regain success.

Exile serves an important role in both kingdoms. God physically
transplanted the Israclites to a spiritual situation that was apart
from God.*® Jeremiah warned the Northern tribes that they needed
to repent, but they ignored him (Jeremiah 7:5-8). Although
God disciplined the Israclites, his ultimate purpose of exile was
restoration.”” When King Cyrus of Persia allowed the Israclites to
return to Jerusalem, some chose to stay in Persia and be spiritually
separated from God. The choice to return to Jerusalem and
reconstruct the Temple required conversion, a more challenging
commitment than staying put.’®

Great companies can also decide to stay put. Kodak enjoyed
a long tradition of success that shielded it from market changes
impacting its competitors.*® This prevented Kodak from recognizing
the crisis at hand until they were in Stage 5. God sent prophets
to remind the people of what he had said and to call for them
to repent. Reversing organizational decline requires developing a
process of repentance as well.

» A PROCESS OF REPENTANCE

hat would a process of repentance look like in the context

of corporate decline? The arrogance apparent in many
characteristics throughout this analysis stems from cognitive biases.
‘The stubbornness of the Israelites in response to God’s admonitions
and companies in response to warnings regarding unrealistic goals
and targets reflects confirmation and optimism biases. These biases
describe a tendency to favor information that is consistent with
current beliefs, and a tendency to underestimate the likelihood of
negative events and overestimate the likelihood of positive events.
Proximity bias, a tendency to favor whoever and whatever is closest,
describes problems stemming from succession planning and
imperious detachment as in the kingdoms of David and Saul, and
perhaps at Tesla as a modern-day example.

Attribution bias, the tendency to ascribe positive outcomes to
personal ability and negative outcomes to outside circumstances, is
characteristic of Saul’s acts of disobedience.®” The Dunning-Kruger
effect that occurs when people with limited expertise overestimate
their abilities, is apparent when the Hivites duped Joshua into
signing a peace treaty. HP’s acquisition of Autonomy and AOLs
Time Warner merger are possible victims to such biases on the part
of the leadership as well.

A repentance process involving introspection and re-examining
and guarding core values and principles provides a useful way to
counter biases. The process needs to test the accuracy of views
embedded in strategic assumptions, which must be made explicit.
One way to challenge optimism and confirmation biases is to form
a “core-belief identification team” that identifies the organization’s
most “deeply held” assumptions/principles rather than relying on
conventional wisdom in the executive suite.®® Problems posed by
the Dunning-Kruger effect and the attribution bias can be mitigated
by forcing leaders to more thoroughly consider implications of
strategic assumptions. One approach that has proven successful is to
have decision-makers imagine implementing a particular strategic
initiative and write an autopsy of it one year into the future after
it fails.®® To avoid succession planning and other issues associated
with proximity bias, organizations can identify talented employees,
form a shadow cabinet, and have them attend executive meetings
on a rotational basis.*

The effectiveness of a repentance process will be influenced by
the culture where strategic assumptions and decisions reside. Former
employees at Boeing and Volkswagen have described their corporate
culture as ones of concealment and fear. In Google’s study of what
makes a team function well, it identified psychological safety, an
environment where an organization’s members are comfortable
sharing questions and concerns, as being most important.* In this
context, organizations must strive to find the appropriate balance
between psychological safety and accountability.> Psychological
safety must also apply to those who are willing to admit mistakes,
and they are more likely to do so if their leader does the same.
Finally, in analyzing failures, it is more effective in identifying
the process that led to the failure rather than finger pointing the

immediate cause.®
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» CONCLUSION

S uccessful firms that decline follow stages that also describe the
experience of the Israclites after they entered the Promised
Land. The Israelite’ experience offers a number of strategic insights
for businesses. These include reminders for leaders to exploit
opportunities within their core values and competence, distinguish
principles from processes, and continue learning about their
business. Mistakes committed by Saul and David emphasize the
importance of adhering to core principles, not confusing growth
at all costs with greatness, and keeping the organization’s interests
ahead of those in the leadership. Many of the failures associated with
Solomon’s reign stemmed from an arrogance that compromised his
ability to recognize choices with significant downside risks. Other
revealing mistakes he made include dismissing bad news, detaching
from the rank and file, and allowing internal politics to distract
his attention from external circumstances. Desperation during the
divided kingdom culminated in the Northern tribes selecting an
outside leader in a grasp for salvation, but their subsequent struggles
warn of the downsides of such “leader as savior” and “big move”
strategies.

One of the most important insights from the Promised Land
experience is to not allow a desperate situation to force a compromise
of core values and principles. Consider Boeing’s 1997 merger with
McDonnell Douglas, when it intended to expand into the military
market. Collins observed:

If in fact there’s a reverse takeover, with the McDonnell ethos

permeating Boeing, then Boeing is doomed to mediocrity.

Theres one thing that made Boeing really great all the way

along. They always understood that they were an engineering-

driven company, not a financially driven company. If theyTe no
longer honoring that as their central mission, then over time
they’ll just become another company.*’
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The Promised Land experience analyzed in this article can offer
a roadmap for Boeing and other businesses that have experienced
failures. Life’s questions can be clearly framed and viewed through
the “corrective lens of Scripture.”®® In addition, although this article
applies the Scriptural framework to corporate decline, the same
experience can be profitably applied to circumstances affecting
other institutions, including the fall of democracies and economies.
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