
  What does  
your institution  
        taste like?

Business professor Hayagreeva Rao explains  
how building a culture your alumni  

and donors can’t wait to embrace starts with  
some important—if unusual—questions

WWhen Howard Schultz returned to the helm 
of Starbucks in 2008, he was tasked with trans-
forming a global icon whose stock had dropped 
nearly 50 percent the year before he assumed 
his position as CEO. Where did he start? 

With the smell. 
The heavy scents of bacon, eggs, sausage, and 

cheese from Starbucks’ exploding food menu 
were masking the aroma of the chain’s primary 
commodity: coffee. So Schultz ditched the 
heated food, rededicated the chain to java, and 
voilà! Starbucks is back on top (with less stinky 
sandwiches too). 

Interview by KRISTIN SIMONETTI
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Starbucks’ turnaround is one of several 
examples cited by Hayagreeva Rao, a pro-
fessor in Stanford University’s Graduate 
School of Business, in his new book, Scaling 

Up Excellence: Getting to More 
Without Settling for Less, which he 
co-authored with Robert Sutton, a 
professor of management science and 
engineering at the California institu-
tion. Creating and growing excellence 
can start simply by embracing the 
many ways that change happens—
through sound, sight, touch, taste, 
and smell, Rao says. 

Scaling excellence isn’t exclusive to 
the for-profit world. It applies to edu-
cational advancement professionals 

too. Preview Rao’s unorthodox insights—
including how choosing five adjectives can 
revamp your engagement strategies.

What do you mean by the term excellence?
It’s often easy to think of excellence in terms of  
metrics—how well you perform vis-à-vis your com-
petitors. But how well you perform requires a lot of 
people doing things excellently. As a social scientist, 
how do I recognize excellence? It’s when people do 
the right thing, even when no one else is looking over 
their shoulders.

Look at the Taj Mahal Palace Hotel terrorist attack 
in Mumbai in 2008. When the hotel was attacked, 
the employees didn’t run—they stayed to protect the 
guests. They didn’t have orders to do so. What they 
had were norms—norms that became a mindset: The 
customer comes first. The principle is powerful and 
institutionalized. 

What about scaling—what does that term mean?
Excellence isn’t as difficult on a small level. But, of 
course, small organizations want to be bigger—to 
scale. Scaling means spreading a mindset and behav-
ior from the few to the many—asking people to do 
more and to do it better. 

In the process of scaling, though, you can easily 
lose the aspects of excellence through dilution. The 
real job of a leader is actually to scale, because if you 
can’t scale, you’re never really going to move the 
enterprise forward. You’ll become a relic of history, 
overtaken by newer, smarter, nimbler organizations 
that do what you do better. 

So how do you scale excellence?
One of the challenges of scaling excellence in any 
organization is deciding: Do you want to be a 
Catholic or a Buddhist? Being a Catholic means 
every single entity produces a high-fidelity replica. 
Each franchise should look alike. Each experience 
should be exactly the same. Buddhism says you set 
the guiding principle, but you tailor the details to 
each venue. 

Chip Conley, the founder of Joie de Vivre, a San 
Francisco–based boutique hotel chain, is a practicing 
Buddhist, and he takes a Buddhist approach to scal-
ing excellence.

How so?
The chain has a range of hotels, which charge from 
$70 to hundreds of dollars per night. How do they 
all fit under the same brand? You can do it if each 
hotel has the same principles. Conley would ask his 
managers four questions:

•	 Who	is	your	target	market?
•	 What	does	that	person	read? You don’t need a 

big survey. If your answer is The New Yorker, 
that tells you a lot about what the person does 
and likes. 

•	 What	five	adjectives	describe	your	hotel? He 
uses adjectives, not nouns. Nouns are abstract; 
adjectives are concrete. Quick, slow, funny. 
They tell you a lot.

”
“Scaling means spreading  

a mindset and behavior  

from the few to the many— 

asking people to do more  

and to do it better. 

GOING UP. Rao, who goes 
by the nickname Huggy, 
discusses ways to build 
loyalty and engage your 
staff in the process in 
the book, available at  
scalingupexcellence.com.
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•	 How	do	those	five	adjectives	come	across	
through	the	five	senses	to	your	employees		
and	your	consumers? Take sophisticated, for 
example. How does a consumer know that a 
hotel is sophisticated without anyone saying a 
word? Perhaps it’s the furniture. Perhaps it’s the 
staff uniforms or the way they’re asked to speak. 

The senses are very powerful allies in getting  
people to behave the way you want them to. 

As advancement professionals, we want donors 
to give or alumni to engage. How have other 
organizations used the five senses to prompt 
behavior changes?
Antanas Mockus, a former mayor of Bogota, 
Colombia, had a problem. Large numbers of people 
were dying because of traffic accidents. Pedestrians 
didn’t know how to use crosswalks. Cars didn’t know 
when to stop. Mockus didn’t have much money, so 
he couldn’t invest in traffic lights or more cops. He 
needed to bring about a behavior change to scale 
excellence—in this case, safety. 

So what did he do? He recruited more than 400 
mimes and had them stand at the most important 
junctions and crosswalks in the city. Nothing was 
said. The mime would walk at the right time, and 
people would follow. Wherever people died, Mockus 
had a star painted on the pavement. If you walked 
and saw the star, you knew that you’d better be care-
ful. He brought down the death rate substantially 
through visual cues.

How has this approach of appealing to the 
senses paid off in the corporate sector?
A few years ago General Electric received some nega-
tive feedback about its MRI machines. Children were 
afraid to go in them. Think about it. It’s scary. Chil-
dren don’t know what an MRI is. So they fidget. 
When they fidget, you have to take the image over 
and over; sometimes you have to sedate them. It’s 
costly. People are waiting, and they get upset.

Doug Dietz, a GE engineer, realized that the anxi-
ety of the young child is the problem, but you can’t 
engineer a solution to a scared child. You need a solu-
tion that makes sense to the child. So he and his team 
observed groups of children in day care and kinder-
garten. They realized that, when a 5- or 6-year-old 

The Nose Knows 
Some institutions have already adopted the engage-through-the-senses 
approach. But the majority seems to focus on just one of the five: smell.  
Here are a few notable examples. 

SMELLS LIKE 
HOME: Inspired by 
her college days at 
Bucknell University in 
Pennsylvania, Katie 
Masik founded a 
company that creates 
custom colognes and 
perfumes for 17 U.S. 
colleges and universi-
ties. Masik Collegiate 
Fragrances’ website (bit.
ly/college_fragrances) 
says each scent is 
“inspired by elements 
such as school colors,  
campus style, flow-
ers and trees, tradi-
tions, and location.” 
Institutions help select 
the right balance of 
olfactory cues to hook 
their students and 
alumni. The University 
of Florida’s fragrance 
incorporates citrus 
and woody notes to 
evoke “the tenacity 
of the Gators and the 
obsession of orange 
and blue.”

SCRATCH ’ N’ SNIFF?  
In 2013, Georgia’s 
Agnes Scott College, a 
women’s institution, 
invited prospective 
students to smell the 
fresh-cut grass and 
towering pines of 
campus—all from 
the comfort of their 
living rooms. The col-
lege partnered with a 
marketing company 
capable of applying 
scented varnishes 
to paper for its new 
campus viewbook. 
“It’s hard to convince 
women to come to 
an all-women’s col-
lege, so we have to 
stand apart,” Laura E. 
Martin, Agnes Scott’s 
vice president for 
enrollment, told The 
Chronicle of Higher 
Education (bit.ly/
agnes_scott). 

BURNING WITH 
PRIDE:  Alumni of 27 
U.S. colleges and uni-
versities can brighten 
game-day parties with 
candles made to match 
their alma maters. 
Unlike the Masik per-
fumes, though, the Fan 
Candles Collegiate 
Collection from 
Yankee Candle (bit.
ly/college_candles) 
coordinates more 
with team colors or 
mascots than signature 
scents. Michigan State 
University’s candle, 
balsam and cedar, is 
a nod to the campus’s 
colors of green and 
white. The University 
of Notre Dame’s Lucky 
Shamrock candle 
alludes to the Indiana 
institution’s Fighting 
Irish moniker.
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child walks into a strange place, like a hospital room, the setting 
needs to feel familiar. 

How do you make an MRI machine feel familiar? Dietz made it 
like going on a jungle trip. Everything is green, and the MRI bed 
looks like a canoe. You can put a 5- or 6-year-old in a canoe because 
he knows what happens in a canoe if he fidgets. It turns over. So he 
stays still. As a result, the GE engineers reduced the sedation rate and 
patient processing times.

How could these ideas apply to fundraising, alumni relations, 
and communications and marketing professionals?
I think when you see a donor or alum as a source of funds, that’s a 
problem. The worst thing you can do is see a dollar sign painted on 
top of an individual. Right now, we do things a little bit boring for 
alumni and donors. When an alum comes to campus, where do 
they go? To the president’s office? They come in, and sit around a 
table, and a proposal is made. 

Instead, try to make them into authors. They’re not people who 
sign a check, but people who can write their own story. Invite them 
to campus. Ask them to come with a son or grandson. Walk them 
down memory lane. You can imagine the kind of time travel they 
could do—perhaps walking into a gallery where you have video 
screens that show people, places, or artifacts that take you back to 
your experience at the college.

How can institutions start down this path? 
Think about Conley’s questions. What are the five adjectives you 
would use to describe your college? How would alumni experience 
or know about the five adjectives through the five senses? How 
would donors? 

Perhaps you’re a liberal arts college. One of your adjectives might 
be experimenting. What does that mean? Perhaps it’s showing stu-
dents experimenting in a lab. Or a concert featuring musical experi-
mentation. An invitation to smell new things, to touch new 
things—new fabrics, for example. 

How can advancement practitioners start thinking about 
their work in this way?
I’d remind them that they’re in the business of constructing, build-
ing, and sharing stories—stories that fire up imaginations and that 
induce people to support the university, college, or school. People 
in advancement are in the imagination business. Ask yourself, 
“Where is my creativity?”
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Scaling excellence in large organizations requires 

innovative thinking as well as strategic action.  

Rao recommends starting with these three steps. 

FIND HOT CAUSES AND  
DESIGN COOL SOLUTIONS.

How can you mobilize alumni and donors, igniting their pas-

sions in support of the institution? Perhaps you entice gradu-

ates to attend an upcoming reunion by celebrating the life of 

an iconic university professor who’s retiring. Maybe a capital 

campaign is framed around a beloved campus building that 

needs significant repairs to survive. 

SCALING REQUIRES  
ADDITION BY SUBTRACTION.

Alumni and donors have many responsibilities. How do you 

get engagement and philanthropy on their to-do lists? You 

need to find a way to make the action instinctual.

Rao explains that several years ago, the U.S. Institute 

for Healthcare Improvement conducted research about the 

skyrocketing number of deaths related to pneumonia that 

patients contracted during hospital stays. The conclusion? For 

patients using ventilators, angling the top half of their beds 

30 to 45 degrees above horizontal significantly decreased 

incidences of pneumonia. Rather than simply adding this 

task to nurses’ long lists of duties—and risk the step being 

skipped—the IHI recommended that hospitals paint a line on 

the wall to remind them of the proper angle. 

 NURTURE ON-CAMPUS PARTNERSHIPS.

The challenges facing education go beyond any one office or 

department, so creating and nurturing relationships with peo-

ple across your school, college, or university is critical for 

success. Who can best help you reach your constituents? 

Reach out to faculty members. They can identify successful 

graduates who might be donors or volunteers for an upcom-

ing campaign. Career services staff can find alumni who may 

provide internships for current students. The broader your 

reach across campus, the deeper the bond you can build with 

your audience. C  

  Ready  
to Get Started?
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