
THE ARC OF AMBITION: Defining The Leadership Journey 
by James Champy & Nitin Nohria 

    

   kibookclub.com 

 The Arc of Ambition (Page 1 of 5) 

Overview 

Positive ambition is the lifeblood of human 
advancement. It is the spirit of success, always pushing 
us towards something worth reaching. You can get the 
most of your life by seizing every chance to create, 
grow, and enjoy, or you can become a victim of your 
circumstances, consumed by pessimism and jealousy. 
The story of humanity is, and has always been, about 
overcoming obstacles and rising triumphantly along 
the arc of ambition. At each stage, one must balance 
underachieving with overextending. Ambition must be 
tempered with practicality, whilst never losing site of a 
larger purpose. Finally, one must be willing to adapt 
and give up control, finally making a graceful exit. 

“Without ambition, no conquests are made, 
no lands discovered, no businesses created: 
Ambition is the root of all achievement.” 

Chapter 1. Ambition: the root of all achievement. 

The typical “Arc of Ambition” follows this pattern: 

1. The Rise of Ambition: The initial dream, pursued 
with perseverance and courage. 

2. The Apex of Ambition: Building their work into 
something bigger than themselves. 

3. The Decline of Ambition: Coping with their most 
difficult challenges. 

The people of achievement include: 

1. Creators: True innovators that pioneer new tech. 
2. Capitalizers: Those who market innovative 

technology so energetically that entirely new 
infrastructure is required to accommodate it. 

3. Consolidators: Professional managers who make 
new technologies work consistently and profitably. 
Consolidators eventually look inward to their 
corporate cultures rather than to customers’ needs,
which kills the initial creative impulses and paves 
the way for the next wave of creative destruction. 

Chapter 2. See what others don’t. 

“Talent hits a target no one else can hit; 
genius hits a target no one else can see.” 

In the Greek legend of Daedalus and his son Icarus, 
Daedalus believed in the impossible, dreaming of 
flying to freedom, so created wings of beeswax and 
feathers. Icarus, in his hubris, then flew too close to the 
sun, falling to his death as his wings of wax melted. 
Ambition must temper dreams with reality. 

Most creators combine existing ideas in new ways; only 
a rare few make true leaps of creativity (e.g. Einstein’s
theory of relativity viewing spacetime as a combined 4-
D block with gravity as its curvature). Achievers see the 
world clearly as it is, without the hindrance of fears 
which inhibit others from acting out their dreams. 
Achievers know that they, not their critics, decide their 
capabilities and limitations. Achievers either dismiss 
obstacles or see them as opportunities. They tend to act 
more than think, but know how to do both. They have 
the courage to ignore the odds. 

Throughout our lives, we are taught to be practical: 
Quit dreaming! Focus on business! Ground yourself in 
reality! These messages inevitably take their toll on our 
creative brains. People who never dream suffer a 
unique kind of poverty: a lack of imagination and a 
mediocre, banal life. The ability to fantasize is one of the 
greatest pleasures of human life. Yet dreams must have 
a clear, specific, focused target. You must be disciplined 
to be efficient, driven to dream the impossible, and 
practical enough to know what is possible. 

Chapter 3. Follow a steadfast path. 

“It takes a strong character and a lot of willpower 
to hold onto a dream under adverse circumstances.” 

Perseverance is essential. In Einstein’s words: “I’m not
so smart. It’s just that I stay with problems longer.”
According to George Lucas, “I haven’t met anyone


