
 
  

  

Great Business Leaders: The Importance of Contextual Intelligence 

Course Module in Business History and Leadership  
 
Course Modules help instructors select and sequence material for use as part of a course. Each module 
represents the thinking of subject matter experts about the best materials to assign and how to organize 
them to facilitate learning. 
 
Each module recommends four to six items. Whenever possible at least one alternative item for each 
main recommendation is included, as well as suggested supplemental readings that may provide a 
broader conceptual context. Cases form the core of many modules but we also include readings from 
Harvard Business Review, background notes, and other course materials. 
 
I. Overview of suggested content (HBS case unless otherwise noted)  
 

Title  Author Product 
Number 

Publication 
Year Pages Teaching Note 

1. Consumerism 
C. W. Post Nohria, Mayo 

& Benson 
406063 2005 26p 408068 

Supplement 1: In Their Time: 
The Greatest Business 
Leaders of the Twentieth 
Century (HBP book)  

Mayo & 
Nohria 

3450 2005 1-11 & 
22-23 

-- 

Supplement 2: The Making of 
an Expert (HBR article) 

Ericsson, 
Prietula & 
Cokely 

R0707J 2007 8p -- 

2. Government Regulation / Intervention 
Supplement 1: In Their Time 
(HBP book) 

Mayo & 
Nohria 

3450 2005 103-109 
&115-121 

 -- 

Supplement 2: How to 
Bounce Back from Adversity 
(HBR article) 

Margolis & 
Stoltz 

R1001E 2010 8p -- 

3. Labor 
Walt Disney and the 1941 
Animators’ Strike 

Nohria, Mayo 
& Gurtler 

406076 2005 24p 412113 

Supplement: In Their Time 
(HBP book) 

Mayo & 
Nohria 

3450 2005 110-114  -- 

4. Geopolitics / Global Affairs 
Henry J. Kaiser and the Art of 
the Possible 

Mayo, 
Benson & 
Chen 

408072 2008 28p 409130 

https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/406063-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/3450-HBK-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/3450-HBK-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/3450-HBK-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/3450-HBK-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/R0707J-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/R0707J-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/3450-HBK-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/R1001E-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/R1001E-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/406076-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/406076-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/3450-HBK-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/408072-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/408072-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search


 
  

  

Supplement 1: In Their Time 
(HBP book) 

Mayo & 
Nohria 

3450 2005 139-140 
& 146-
160 

-- 

Supplement 2: What Leaders 
Really Do (HBR article) 

Kotter R0111F 2001 12p -- 

5. Demography 
William Levitt, Levittown and 
the Creation of American 
Suburbia 

Nohria, Mayo 
& Benson 

406062 2005 32p 410115 

Supplement: In Their Time 
(HBP book) 

Mayo & 
Nohria 

3450 2005 160-164 
& 175-
178 

-- 

6. Social Mores 
Liz Claiborne and the New 
Working Woman 

Mayo & 
Benson 

407060 2006 31p 409078 

Alternative:MaryKay 
Cosmetics, Inc. 

Kotter & 
Strengrevics 

481126 1981 13p -- 

Supplement 1: In Their Time 
(HBP book) 

Mayo & 
Nohria 

3450 2005 218-223 
& 256-
259 

-- 

Supplement 2: Women and 
the Vision Thing 
(HBR article) 

Ibarra & 
Obodaru 

R0901E 2009 9p -- 

7. Technology 
Bill Gates and Steve Jobs Mayo & 

Benson 
407028 2006 33p 408092 

Supplement 1: In Their Time 
(HBP book) 

Mayo & 
Nohria 

3450 2005 260-262, 
269-271, 
301-304,  
323-325 

-- 

Supplement 2: What Makes a 
Leader? (HBR article) 

Goleman R0401H 2004 11p -- 

8. Capstone Session 
General Electric’s 20th 
Century CEOs 

Nohria, Mayo 
& Benson 

406048 2005 56p 412124 

Alternative: General Electric’s 
20th Century CEOs Abridged) 

Nohria, 
Mayo, & 
Benson 

406118 2006 43p 412124 

  

https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/3450-HBK-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/R0111F-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/R0111F-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/406062-HCB-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/406062-HCB-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/406062-HCB-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/3450-HBK-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/407060-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/407060-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/481126-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/481126-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/3450-HBK-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/R0901E-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/R0901E-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/407028-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/3450-HBK-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/R0401H-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/R0401H-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/406048-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/406048-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/406118-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/406118-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search


 
  

  

Supplement: Zeitgeist 
Leadership (HBR article) 

Nohria & 
Mayo 

R0510B 2005 6p -- 

 
II. Target Audience 
This module was originally designed as the first part of a second-year elective MBA course called “Great 
Business Leaders: The Importance of Contextual Intelligence.” The course was created to help students 
analyze the co-evolutionary role that contextual factors and individual leaders played in shaping the 
business landscape in the twentieth century. The course is also designed to provide insight into the 
legacies of great business leaders. Each decade of the twentieth century is explored to uncover the 
salient contextual factors that were at play and how businesses were developed, managed, or 
transformed to seize the zeitgeist of the times. The module could also be used as part of an orientation 
session for MBA programs to set the context for the role of business and business leaders in society or as 
a capstone module for undergraduate business majors. 
 
III. Rationale for selecting and sequencing the items in this module  
 
The course module follows a chronological history of twentieth-century business in the United States and 
highlights seven contextual factors that have influenced the landscape of business. The seven contextual 
factors are consumerism, government regulation, labor, geopolitics, demography, social mores, and 
technology. Within each decade of the twentieth century, these seven factors ebbed and flowed, 
coalescing in unique combinations. The ability of business executives to make sense of their contextual 
framework and harness its power often made the difference between success and failure. These seven 
contextual factors were initially outlined in the research that formed the basis of the book, In Their Time: 
The Greatest Business Leaders of the Twentieth Century (HBP Press, 2005) and the creation of the 
Great American Business Leaders Database (www.hbs.edu/leadership/database). Instructors may want 
to use the database, which includes short profiles of 1,000 business leaders, as additional background 
information. 
 
Each of the sessions includes supplemental reading from In Their Time. The referenced pages from this 
book are meant to provide additional contextual framing for the cases and the overarching contextual 
theme. While each section is focused on a particular contextual factor, which is highlighted in an 
emblematic case, it should be noted that all seven factors are present in each case. The cases can be 
used without the supplemental readings. 
 
In Section 1, the C.W. Post case specifically addresses consumer needs and the burgeoning consumer 
marketplace in the United States at the turn of the twentieth century. Prior to this time, most of the power 
between the customer and the company resided with the company. The Post case illustrates the shift 
from push to pull marketing strategies as consumers gained more influence. The case highlights the 
process by which Post created a national brand and fundamentally changed consumer preferences and 
habits for breakfast. The case explores the early practice of sampling, national advertising campaigns, 
and marketing the health benefits of a product. Post was also an early adopter of product testimonials 
and the promotion of convenience as a viable product differentiator.  
 
The supplemental article, “The Making of an Expert,” helps to set the stage for a conversation about 
whether leaders are born or made. In studying great leaders, this question often arises, and it can be 
useful to frame this conversation at the outset of the course module. 

https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/R0510B-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
https://hbsp.harvard.edu/product/R0510B-PDF-ENG?itemFindingMethod=Search
http://www.hbs.edu/leadership/database


 
  

  

 
In Section 2, the Jesse Jones case highlights the contextual factor of government regulation. While 
Jones began his career in the private sector, he launched himself into the public arena and garnered a 
vast amount of power through his oversight of the Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC). The RFC 
represented one of the highest levels of government involvement within the private sector in U.S. history. 
Many parallels can be drawn between the economic climate of the 1930s and the country’s financial 
situation after 2008. In particular, the work of the RFC can be compared to the goals and objectives of the 
Troubled Asset Relief Program (TARP). Both are exemplars of massive government intervention. As an 
alternative, the C. R. Smith or Juan Trippe cases can be used to showcase the role of government 
intervention in the creation of the national airline system. The airline industry was heavily regulated from 
the 1930s to the 1970s and both cases showcase the way in which leaders and their companies adapted 
to this regulatory environment. 
 
The supplemental article, “How to Bounce Back from Adversity,” allows instructors to discuss the issues 
of adversity and how successful leaders develop resilience. This ability to adapt and learn from difficult 
situations is often a hallmark of great leaders. It is a theme that reoccurs in many of the cases. This 
article, as well as the other recommended articles, allows the instructor to personalize and contemporize 
some of the leadership lessons for students. 
 
Section 3 delves into the role of labor in shaping the business landscape. Though the labor movement 
has waned in recent years, the Walt Disney case allows students to understand the power that it wielded 
at a critical point in the history of business in the United States. While the case does provide a chronicle 
of Disney’s accomplishments and breakthroughs and can be used to discuss his entrepreneurship, its 
primary purpose is to demonstrate how the growth of the labor organizing movement impacted the 
operation of the company. Though he tried hard to avoid a sanctioned union, Disney eventually 
succumbed to the strong organizing forces in the entertainment industry. These same forces were gaining 
traction throughout a variety of industries. The case explores Disney’s response to this movement, which, 
for the most part, only exacerbated a contentious situation. 
 
Section 4 explores the role of geopolitical forces in shaping the contextual landscape for business. Henry 
J. Kaiser’s company was a key beneficiary of government policies during the Great Depression of the 
1930s that supported large-scale infrastructure construction projects. Through effective government 
lobbying and through the establishment of important alliances and partnerships, Kaiser was able to 
secure a significant amount of project work (e.g.. highway paving, dam construction, etc.) throughout the 
1930s. Kaiser also used his government contacts to secure contracts to build hundreds of supply ships 
during World War II – despite his lack of experience and expertise in the shipbuilding industry. The case 
highlights the role that geopolitical forces can play in shaping opportunities for business. Specifically, the 
mobilization efforts for World War II created a host of business opportunities and challenges. Most 
notably, the war effort created the conditions for incredible achievements in technological and 
manufacturing innovation, productivity, and standardization. These efforts were supported by a 
heightened level of cooperation between business, government, labor, and consumers.  
 
The supplemental article, “What Leaders Really Do,” discusses the differences between leaders and 
managers. In many ways, Kaiser is an example of an individual who was equally strong as a manager 
and as a leader. He was able to adapt his style and approach to the demands of the situation. 
 



 
  

  

Section 5 through the Levitt case illustrates the manner in which demographic shifts and movements can 
influence the business landscape. William Levitt and his company benefited from the post-World War II 
baby boom and rapid development of suburbia. As World War II ended, millions of veterans returned to 
the U.S. looking to buy a home and start a family. When the population exploded in 1946 and demand for 
single-family homes soared, Levitt catapulted his company to the largest and most successful real estate 
development firm in the country. Levitt also benefitted from key government policies. During the war, the 
government prohibited housing construction unless it was for military purposes, causing a housing 
shortage that extended after the war. Levitt used this opportunity to become a key contractor for the 
government and developed a 26-step process to mass-produce homes. After the war, the government 
passed the GI Bill and directly supported veterans’ efforts to buy a home, providing Levitt a large and 
viable market for his homes. With huge demand and government-backed financing, Levitt prospered for 
years and successfully rode the population explosion in the United States. 
 
The alternative Henry Luce case can be used to highlight the growth of the middle class in the United 
States and how one company attempted to inform (and perhaps influence) public opinion on a number of 
social and political issues. 
 
In Section 6 the discussion turns to the role that social mores has played in shaping opportunities for 
business growth and development. The Liz Claiborne case specifically addresses the social mores of the 
1970s and 1980s. Social mores refers to the prevailing attitudes, beliefs, and norms that define certain 
aspects of society’s behavior. Mores are not defined by the laws or rules of society; instead, they are 
defined by established practices or customs. Business leaders throughout the twentieth century have 
tried to either tap into the prevailing social mores or influence them in their efforts to launch new products 
or services. The fashion industry is one which is very susceptible to social mores; in many cases, the 
foundation of its success is predicated on a fashion/business leader’s ability to understand and influence 
consumer behavior. The case illustrates how Claiborne was able to influence the overall fashion industry 
while simultaneously shaping the social mores of her time. She created a whole new look that shaped the 
working woman’s sense of fashion. 
 
The supplemental article, “Women and the Vision Thing,” can be used to explore some of the possible 
reasons why women have struggled to reach parity in the CEO role. The case and reading provide an 
opportunity to discuss the paths that women have taken to achieve success in business.  
 
Section 7 explores the role of technology commercialization through a comparison of two iconic leaders – 
Bill Gates and Steve Jobs. The Gates and Jobs case specifically addresses how each leader was able to 
conceptualize and commercialize technology in the United States during the last three decades of the 
twentieth century. Though each of them faced the same contextual forces in the latter part of the 
twentieth century, they interpreted those technological forces in vastly different ways. While Jobs focused 
on an elegant hardware solution to the personal computer revolution, Gates focused on a market-
dominating software solution. The case allows students to compare and contrast the approach that each 
of these leaders pursued to achieve their personal and professional objectives.  
 
The supplemental article, “What Makes a Leader?” can be used to further compare and contrast the 
leadership styles and approaches of these two leaders and what it takes to galvanize a group of 
followers. 
 



 
  

  

Section 8 is a capstone session which highlights the 100-year history of one company, General Electric. 
The GE CEOs case shows how one company was able to adapt and change to sustain its relevance over 
such a long period of time. General Electric is the only company on the current Dow Jones Industrial 
Index that was also on the original list of 12 industrial stocks chosen by Charles Dow in 1896. To have 
been able to sustain its position on the Dow, GE has had to continually reinvent itself to adapt to the 
changing contextual landscape. Some GE business leaders took a proactive role in shaping the context 
(through political lobbying, seizing on social trends, commercializing technological breakthroughs, 
targeting specific consumer markets, etc.) while others were shaped by the context and adapted their 
strategy and style accordingly. The case allows students to explore the ways in which GE both shaped 
and was shaped by the context of its time. The case can also be used to explore the process of CEO 
succession and development. The case highlights the career paths and critical assignments of the eight 
CEOs and the way in which the company nurtured its talent pool.  
 
As an alternative, the abridged version of the GE CEOs case can be used. The abridged version includes 
the same exhibits but less detail on the tenures of the eight CEOs of GE. 
 
The supplemental article, “Zeitgeist Leadership,” can be used to summarize the major contextual forces 
that changed the U.S. business landscape during the twentieth century. This article could also be used to 
introduce the concept of contextual intelligence at the outset of the module and provide a foundation for 
the seven contextual factors. 


