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How to Achieve Excellence

Carsten Wulff, carsten@wulff.no

Excellence is not a mystery. It is the cumulative result of
focusing on what matters, eliminating what does not, and
refusing to lie to ourselves. Most organizations fail not because
the problems are hard, but because they tolerate confusion,
waste, and wishful thinking.

This memo lays out a set of operating principles for building
and sustaining excellence.

I. 1. RUTHLESS FOCUS ON REAL VALUE

Start with the customer. Not the roadmap, not internal politics,
not what sounds impressive.

Ask relentlessly: what generates actual value for the customer?
If an activity, feature, process, or role does not contribute to
that value, it is a candidate for removal.

Busy work is not neutral. It actively destroys excellence by
consuming time, attention, and energy that should be spent on
what matters.

II. 2. CHASE DOWN WHAT’S OFF

Anything that feels “funky” usually is.

If something looks wrong, investigate it. If something is unclear,
make it clear. If something is not understood, do not proceed
until it is.

Ambiguity compounds. Small misunderstandings turn into large
failures if they are ignored. Excellence requires discomfort:
stopping, digging, and asking why.

III. 3. ROOT CAUSES OR NOTHING

Always chase root causes.

Yes, it takes time. Yes, it consumes resources. Yes, it is worth
it.

Treating symptoms feels fast but guarantees recurrence. Every
unresolved root cause is technical debt, organizational debt,

or cultural debt waiting to collect interest. Excellence is
incompatible with bandaid fixes.

IV. 4. CONSTRAINT IS A FEATURE

Resources are always constrained. Pretending otherwise leads
to mediocrity.

If resources are limited, build fewer features. If a job does
not need to be done, delete it. If a task does not meaningfully
advance the goal, remove it.

Doing less, better, beats doing more, poorly, every time.

V. 5. KILL BUREAUCRACY AGGRESSIVELY

Bureaucracy is inertia made visible.

If a process slows people down without improving outcomes,
delete it. If someone consistently does not contribute, or
generates busy work, remove the role. If a meeting has no
clear purpose or decisions, cancel it.

You do not need to sync every week. You need clarity,

ownership, and trust. Meetings are tools, not rituals.

VI. 6. SUPPORT THE PEOPLE DOING THE WORK

Understand the real problems your teams face.

If they need resources, provide them. If they lack skills, help
them acquire them. If they need guidance or direction, give it.

Upward communication matters. Learn to articulate problems
precisely to your lead, and explain exactly how they can support
you. Vague complaints are useless; concrete asks move systems.

VII. 7. ASK QUESTIONS RELENTLESSLY
Assumptions are silent killers.
Ask questions. Ask again. Ask until the system makes sense.

Curiosity is not weakness. It is a prerequisite for correctness.

VIII. 8. OPTIMIZE FOR TRUTH, NOT CONSENSUS

Agreement is cheap. Being right is expensive.

Focus on what is correct, not what is popular or agreed upon.
Consensus that ignores reality eventually collapses. Truth, even
when uncomfortable, compounds.

Do not believe things. Show the data.

IX. 9. TREAT THE CUSTOMER TIMELINE AS HOLY
The customer’s timeline is holy.

Never overcommit. Never promise what you are not confident
you can deliver. Never say “yes” to avoid discomfort.

Say no when necessary. Honesty beats optimism theater. Broken
promises destroy trust faster than missing features.

X. 10. SEPARATE IDENTITY FROM JOB

Your worth as a human being is not tied to your job perfor-
mance.

You can be bad at your job and still have value as a person.
Failure at work is not failure as a human.

This separation is essential. People who fuse identity with job
become defensive, political, and afraid of truth. Excellence
requires psychological safety grounded in reality, not ego.
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XI. 11. CONTROL EMOTION, KEEP PASSION

Leave personal feelings out of decision-making. Bring passion
for the work itself.

Emotion-driven execution leads to noise. Passion-driven exe-
cution leads to intensity, care, and pride in craftsmanship. The
goal is not detachment, but disciplined focus.

XII. 12. TREAT WORK AS A GAME, AND PLAY TO WIN

Work is a game with rules, constraints, incentives, and
opponents (complexity, entropy, time).

Understand the game. Learn its mechanics. Exploit them
intelligently.

Playing to win does not mean cutting corners. It means
optimizing for outcomes, not appearances. Excellence is not
accidental; it is the result of playing the game deliberately and
well.
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