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Jim Collins has been inducted into the Pro Bono Hall of Fame for his 
contributions in leadership and the field of human resources.  A world-
renowned researcher, teacher, and international bestselling author about 
how good companies become great companies, Jim has always made pro 
bono service a part of his portfolio. Jim embodies the core pro bono values 
in the way that he translates his management expertise for nonprofits, 
treating them the same as his paid clients and empowering them with the 
business skills necessary to take the social sector from ‘good to great’. 
Taproot founder, Aaron Hurst, recently contacted Jim to talk about his pro 
bono inspiration and how to achieve cross sector impact. 

 
We reached out to our pro bono consultants and to company 
and nonprofit leaders and asked them, “Who is the gold 
standard in HR pro bono?” They said you are. 
 
I’m honored. Pro bono has always been a part of how I go about 
things.  It's something I've done pretty consistently in a disciplined 
way over time.  But it's not anything I've ever really talked about, 
and I certainly haven't advertised it. It's one of those things you just 
do, right?  
 
Well, not everyone does it.  Did anyone inspire you to start 
doing pro bono?  
 
Bill Lazier was my pro bono inspiration.  We initially met at Stanford Business School and he became 
a lifelong role model, colleague, and friend. Bill had been a very successful businessperson earlier in 
his life, and returned to teach at Stanford later in life.  He invested his time, energies, and creativity in 
pro bono work and role-modeled a very simple idea for me: If you have done well, you contribute back. 
Period. But giving back isn’t all work and duty. One of the key things that Bill exemplified for me was 
that you should enjoy giving back. Giving back was a very joyful part of his life. 
 
What were some of the earlier tastes you had of doing pro bono work? 
 
I wanted my research about what makes an organization great to have an impact beyond the business 
world.  It’s important to build a society of great organizations in all sectors, As my staff at the 
management lab and I were thinking about the best way to achieve this cross-sector impact, we 
started to get requests for what I called “teaching moments” from social sector organizations.  They 
requested that I speak at their events, do executive coaching sessions with their leadership, or partner 
with them on collaborative research. I provide similar “teaching moments” to my corporate clients for a 
fee, which was well beyond the reach of many of these organizations.  
 
I decided that the best strategy to achieve cross-sector impact would be to offer a certain number of 
these “teaching moments” a year to social organizations.  So, we set up “teaching moment” 
scholarships so that organizations that have need but can’t pay as much benefit from our learning as 
well.  
 
For example, I just did a collaborative research project with Beat the Odds. During a collaborative 
research project, we work with an organization to apply the methodology we discuss in Good to Great 
to their specific area. This Beat the Odds study was done by Center for the Future of Arizona and 
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looked at why some K-12 public schools in Arizona have an inflection point with increased levels of 
educational performance as compared to other schools in similar circumstances whose educational 
results aren’t as good. I helped them with their research, and served in a role similar to a thesis 
advisor. 
 
Do you make any distinction between the organizations who pay for your services and the 
ones who get them on scholarship? 
 
No. Once we say yes to something, we don’t make a distinction in quality  
 
What motivated you to write Good to Great and the Social Sectors? 
 
I wanted to create something that shows that the difference is not between business and social 
sectors, but between good and great.  I wanted the book to bridge the gap between the business and 
social sectors.   
 
I had no idea it would have the kind of reach it did.  I self-published it and remember thinking when we 
did our initial print run we were debating between 25,000 and 50,000 copies to print. I was gonna be 
writing a check for all these copies.  We decided to go with 50,000 copies and I thought to myself, “Oh 
boy, I don't even have 50,000 friends to give all the unused inventory to”.   
 
What did you learn about having an impact across sector lines?   
 
Don't move from one sector to another, say from the business sector to the social sector, and presume 
you know what will work from your previous experience. Good to Great for the Social Sectors taught 
me that.  It took me a year to write the book Good to Great, which was 300+ pages.  But it took two 
years to write the 36 page Good to Great for the Social Sectors.  At the end of that first year of writing 
it, I had to throw the whole thing out and start over.  I had started with the idea that I'm going to go tell 
the social sectors something.  Absolutely wrong thing to do. 
 
How did you start over?  
 
You have to start with a genuine understanding that you're a well-intentioned but ignorant person. 
Don't try to be an expert on someone else’s world when you don’t know anything about it. First, try to 
understand his world, to the best of your ability. Begin by asking questions. And then think about how 
to bridge across.  Don’t come in thinking you know the answer.  
 
Any other lessons about having cross-sector impact? 
 
Do something that you already know how to do well.  Meaning, your process and the distinctive 
capabilities you're bringing.  Otherwise, you're not of much use.  Finally - and this I learned from Bill 
Lazier - have fun. 
 
 


