
[image: ]


[image: ]



Dedication

To Dick and Jane and Burt and Bill and Peter and Mel and of course Les.

Thanks for the memories.





Epigraph

A man may say full sooth in game and play.

—Geoffrey Chaucer, 1390
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001. 
 Preface

This core curriculum and extensive elective courses are based not on ivory tower musings but on actual workplace experience augmented by as much research as seems necessary to back it up. The course is comprehensive but will certainly not take anywhere near the two years and up to $250,000 involved in those offered by well-established, time-consuming and tedious ivy-covered institutions stocked with professors who would be eaten for lunch by most serious business executives.

The course is designed for those who want to play by a different game plan than those who go from A to B and are content to stop at C. You will not be stopping at C. You will go all the way to Z and even beyond, if you’ve got the will and nerve—and aren’t too sentimental. It’s business, after all. It’s not personal.

Supporting our conclusions will be the trove of research and speculation made available by the National Association for Serious Studies, a research organization and think tank established by this author.
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002. 
A Note on the National Association for Serious Studies

The National Association for Serious Studies is a national organization dedicated to a number of serious studies. It was conceived at the beginning of the century to establish credibility for the conclusions reached by the faculty of the Association on a variety of subjects, and as such is in essence no different than any other institution now providing intellectual weight to a variety of concerns of different philosophical, political, or commercial stripe. All conclusions and associated graphics are based on serious research and extensive anecdotal and direct observation by senior members of the Association, who, as is common in many research enterprises, have based their findings on what they discovered once they knew what they wanted to find.

The work of the National Association is overseen by its senior management, which is guided by a board of directors, each of whom is highly distinguished in his or her chosen field. Unlike other boards, however, board members of the National Association for Serious Studies are not compensated, except perhaps at the occasional social function at which somebody else picks up the check.

All data, analysis, conjecture, and graphical interpretations offered in this Curriculum by the National Association for Serious Studies are proprietary, and adhere to the highest standards of Internet journalism.
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003. CURRICULUM OVERVIEW:
 The Road to Power

This book is divided into four major sections:

•  The Core Curriculum

•  The Advanced Curriculum

•  Tutorials and Electives

•  Glossary of Key Vocabulary

It is structured like a solar system, with the red-hot, primal magma in the center and the cooler, more evolved planets revolving around it at a safe distance. Like this:

[image: images]

The inquiring student may have some questions at this point. Let’s get to those now.

Q: Can I really skip the expense and aggravation of getting an MBA by studying this Curriculum instead?

A: Yes and no. If you want to inhabit the exciting world of finance, an MBA is a nice thing to have. It takes out vast portions of your brain and replaces them with a certain kind of thinking that is useful in business. And that kind of knowledge, as valuable as it is in the construction of mortgage-based security instruments and acquiring assets with debt, is useless in daily life. On the other hand, a traditional MBA does not provide you with a seminar on how to use an expense account as an effective strategic instrument, or how to bullshit your way through a difficult situation. That is because MBAs are generally taught by people who assume that business, particularly Big Business, is a serious occupation where grim, gray operatives ply their trade and the irreverent, irrational, or subversive need not apply. They are right, to a certain extent. But they are also profoundly wrong in a way that will slow them down and make them vulnerable to those who are operating in a more intuitive, hedonistic, and personality-driven way.

We must also consider the terrible cost in financial and human terms that the traditional MBA exacts on its recipients and those around them. People go into business school as recognizable human beings. Only some emerge intact. The rest come out bland, or gnarled, or super-smug, or reptilian, or in a kind of daze they only wake up from when it’s too late, usually around age forty-five.

Throughout this Curriculum, a high value will be placed on retaining the basic nugget of yourself, so you won’t have to spend the rest of your adult life wandering in an emotional and intellectual wilderness of your own making.

Q: Do people ever really make it to the top without an MBA?

A: Excuse me? Here’s a list of people who never got an MBA:

•  Steve Jobs, the Mozart of the twentieth century, cofounder of Apple and Pixar;

•  Walt Disney, builder of worlds, the Steve Jobs of his day;

•  Muriel Siebert, scrappy, tough, the first woman to be elected to the New York Stock Exchange, defied the glass ceiling virtually alone for decades;

•  Richard Branson, adventurer and billionaire founder of Virgin;

•  Mary Kay Ash, the founder of Mary Kay Cosmetics, started with nothing and ended up building a multibillion-dollar enterprise; the leading female entrepreneur in U.S. history;

•  Sergey Brin, billionaire cofounder of Google, now working on inventing an edible hamburger made entirely of bovine stem cells;

•  Larry Page, billionaire cofounder of Google who now runs the company;

•  Michael Dell, billionaire founder of Dell Computers, which at this writing is not doing all that well. But he is;

•  Oprah Winfrey, billionaire entrepreneur CEO of her own production company, Harpo (Oprah spelled backward) and cited by many as the most influential woman in the world;

•  Larry Ellison, mega-billionaire cofounder of Oracle software company, owner of the entire Hawaiian Island of Lanai and new proprietor of the America’s Cup, which he has turned from an international sporting event into a corporate celebration of himself;

•  Steve Wozniak, billionaire cofounder of Apple;

•  Mark Zuckerberg, deeply odd founder of Facebook, billionaire in a hoodie;

•  Sara Blakeley, founder of Spanx undergarments and the world’s youngest self-made female billionaire;

•  Ron Popeil, the genius behind the marketing of the pocket fisherman, the Ginzu knife, and so many other products that would never have occurred to you.

Did we mention Bill Gates? Founder of Microsoft? He’s on the list, too.

None of these people went to business school. Most (except for Winfrey and Blakeley) never graduated from college. Who else is on our list of MBA-free titans?

•  CEOs galore. Warren Buffett did attend Wharton, but he left after two years. He complained that he knew more than his teachers. Perhaps he was kidding. Warren is a big kidder. Great sense of humor. Plays the ukulele. After departing Wharton, he got his degree from the far less swanky University of Nebraska–Lincoln, going on to earn a master’s of science in economics from the Columbia Business School. But look, Ma, no MBA.

•  Big corporate nabobs (BCN). Names will be redacted to protect these excessively affluent individuals, but they are there, hidden for the most part in the fine woodwork of every major corporation.

•  Moguls: They’re a very special breed. It’s hard to say what separates the Barry Dillers* or Bonos from the recondite CEOs and BCNs. Whatever it is, they didn’t learn it in business school. For while the big domes on Wall Street, who arguably caused the collapse of our economic system, have MBAs, these guys often don’t.

•  Cheese artisans: Just one of many jobs that involve skills unrelated to business schooling and at which people can make a living and be very happy. That could be you.

Q: Well, okay. But I’m sure a lot of terrific business people have their MBAs.

A: Here, for instance, are some graduates of just one institution. The Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania:

•  Dennis Levine, one of the great financial criminals of the 1980s, the branded mascot of the Greed Is Good guys. He has since benefited from the general cultural amnesia of our day to emerge as a highly regarded pundit, philosopher, and lecturer on a wide range of interesting subjects, including business ethics.

•  Ron Perelman, hugely successful raider in his day, now a major investor, groomer of mergers and acquisitions, and philanthropist.*

•  Michael Milken, crucial in the development of the idea that you could buy a valuable asset with little more than your reputation in your pocket. Inventor of the junk bond. Indicted on ninety-eight counts of racketeering and securities fraud in 1989, he pleaded guilty to six securities and reporting violations. He was sentenced to ten years but only served two after testifying against his former associates. A huge philanthropist now, he has positioned himself as a business philosopher of sorts. Has his own think tank, which holds a big get-together of moguls, senior upper middle managers, hangers-on, bloggers, and reporters who get together once a year in Los Angeles to posit on the future of the business world and scratch each other where they itch.*

•  Raj Rajaratnam, convicted in 2012 of insider trading and was sentenced to the longest term for that crime in history, fourteen years.

Of course, I’m stacking the deck. There are hundreds and hundreds of wonderful people who went to Wharton, and many jerks who went to lesser business schools, or greater ones. Bernard Madoff, perpetrator of the greatest financial crime in American history, a stone-cold Fagin who stole $40 billion from his unsuspecting victims, an individual who makes the lowest insect look like a noble creature, never got an MBA. On the bright side, he did serve as nonexecutive chairman of the NASDAQ stock exchange and a consultant to the Securities and Exchange Commission before he was busted, so you can’t say that he let his lack of education hurt him none.*

And now, as Father William said, “I have answered three questions, and that is enough.” Let’s look at how The Curriculum is built:

The Four Levels

First, the core curriculum will teach you the fundamentals of the real world. After that, there is a hefty dose of advanced material that tries to help you get granular and muscular as you deal with the daily world that right now you may be ill prepared to encounter. Then a host of tutorials and electives will be offered for advanced study. This is followed by a comprehensive glossary of business terms to help you build your vocabulary. A good vocabulary is necessary for those who wish to appear more intelligent than they really are. No business career can take off without it. For those who wish, a Final Exam, to be graded by the faculty of the National Association, will be available on its website. For those who are into such things, a diploma suitable for framing is included at the end of this book.

Power: The Ultimate Payoff

In the end, business is like ballet. Some have a talent for it. Those who do never stop taking classes, practicing, working out their muscles and sinews, even when they sleep. The art of learning the dance is never done. One layer builds on another, conveying the one true coin of the realm. Power.


The Curriculum = Power
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These four elements will build your personal power over time, each contributing to different degrees as you move through your career. The following graphic expresses the shifting importance of each element of the Curriculum.
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Contribution to Personal Power

•  The Core (in blue) will be valuable throughout your time on Planet Business, actually growing as you progress until it is overwhelmingly the most useful phalanx of tools in your arsenal;

•  The Advanced Curriculum (in red) is critical as well, but most essential in the middle years of your quest, since it is primarily with the management of issues that this portion of the Curriculum is concerned.

•  Your Tutorials and Electives (in green) are key as you hone your craft, and are never truly completed, as new issues emerge and old ones fade in your continual pursuit to master the form of daily workplace life.

•  Finally, the question of how you express yourself is very important in the beginning and middle years, dwindling a bit as you attain the pinnacles of power. Nobody cares if the top dog is articulate, has a good Vocabulary (in purple) or makes much sense. That’s one of the perks that come with a perch at the top.

The goal is power. The Curriculum is the way. Let’s begin.





THE  
Core
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THE CORE

The Core Curriculum establishes a common language and foundation upon which a real-world business career can be mounted. Courses include:

101: Not Appearing Stupid

102: Fabricating a Business Personality

103: Selling, Marketing, and Negotiating

104: Managing

105: Group Interaction

106: Fundaments of Power

While the core is not in itself sufficient for mastery in the business arts, it must be completed before more sophisticated development is possible. Those who ignore the core and proceed directly to the helter-skelter world of daily business are essentially in the same position as monkeys given the assignment to type on a keyboard until they achieve Hamlet. There’s always a chance it may work out well, but if it does it will be by accident, and only after an unacceptable length of time.

All elements in the Core are of virtually equal importance, although the role of both management of others and group interaction is somewhat less critical to the armature of the whole. We begin with a first step that may seem simple but in fact makes all other steps possible. A trip on the way out of the starting gate has disqualified more than one runner on his or her way to glory.
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COURSE 101: Not Appearing Stupid

The workplace is accepting of all kinds of people, but not those who appear to be stupid. Looking stupid is almost always an impediment to success, and in certain fields it is a virtual roadblock. In this, the first layer of the Core, we will examine the implications of looking stupid and develop a clear strategy to avoid it.

First, let’s look at how the appearance of being stupid can affect your chance of success. The following chart, based on proprietary data from a number of credible sources, illustrates dramatically how the appearance of stupidity has an impact on how one does in one’s chosen field. Each color bar represents the “chance of success” a man or woman may possess while demonstrating intelligence or the demonstrable lack of it. What is clear is that in all cases, the appearance of intelligence is an asset, and the inverse not so much.
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Chance of Success

Notes, working vertically downward in the bar:

•  In show business, perhaps more than any other field (shown in the pink bar at the top of the stack), the appearance of stupidity may not only be more readily accepted (most clearly among the beautiful) but may in fact build one’s chance of advancement, particularly if the appearance of stupidity is married to an aggressive, obnoxious personality;

•  The appearance of stupidity all but wipes out the chance of success in nuclear physics (in light blue) but does not eradicate it entirely, thanks to the popularity of various nonsensical flavors of string theory;

•  Interesting recent developments seem to indicate that the appearance of intelligence is more important in the field of public relations (burnt umber) than it is in journalism (aqua), thanks to advances made possible by the Internet;

•  In finance, sales, and the arts, stupidity is a definite undesirable, although perhaps less so in sales, where enough people are drunk after noon to obscure the issue;

•  In politics, the appearance of stupidity actually proves to be an asset in a measurable number of cases.

The punishment or reward for visible stupidity helps to shape the makeup of each of the professions examined above. This concept emerges quite clearly when the same data employed above is expressed as a function of profession. Here, in the first such review of its type, is a general breakdown of the mix between apparently stupid people and demonstrably smart people in these same businesses and vocations:*

[image: images]

Smart vs. Stupid: Key Professions

Some interesting themes develop here. At the top, the impact on our political system is clearly evident from the makeup of those who have no problem evincing considerable stupidity. On the other hand, in the field of nuclear physics only the most evolved eggheads can abandon rational thought altogether and secure a spot on a PBS documentary. The remainder of practitioners must look smart, albeit not socially.* The percentages in show business are somewhat skewed by the presence in the sample of talent agents.

The most important conclusion we reach from this data is that those who wish to succeed in the higher levels of business life—generally occupied by those in ultra-senior management as well as the upper regions of finance, sales, and communications (PR/marketing)—must appear to be the least stupid. While they most often are not smarter than anybody else, those who prosper and advance under the big tent are clearly more adept at appearing not stupid than the rest of us, not only in everyday life but, perhaps more important, in crucial business situations as well.

The punishment for the appearance of stupidity is immediate and irrevocable, and can undo a life of appearing relatively sentient. Some examples for further study:

•  Marc Antony: Fabulous soldier, great orator, sexiest man alive circa 50 BC. Falls in love with Cleopatra, who then leads him around by his phallus for the rest of his life. At the Battle of Actium, he spends most of the engagement out of harm’s way on Cleopatra’s barge, looking stupid.

•  Martha Stewart, one of the smartest and most aggressive self-marketers in history, with a fortune of her own and a multimillion-dollar empire built on selling her sagacity and taste, fiddles around with a small investment and is nabbed for it by the feds. Cornered, she fails to listen to her most loyal and intelligent advisors, hires new advisors who are stupid, and then tries to lie her way out of the situation and ends up going to jail. A stupid story all the way around, all the more stupid because it appears so stupid.

•  And let’s not even talk about what the obviously most stupid merger in history, that of Time Warner with AOL, did to the reputations of everybody involved, but probably most disastrously to arguably one of the smartest men in media, Gerald Levin.

Ironically, the most harm comes to the most intelligent people when they do stupid things. Most recently, that phenomenon—people who are so smart they’re effectively stupid—was widespread among the group of pseudoscientists in the field of economics, where stupidity seems to be conferred on the formerly intelligent along with the diploma.

It’s difficult to appear nonstupid in the world of business. There are for certain many, many challenges, roadblocks, and disincentives along the way, including:

Too Many Topics: How can one appear informed, acute, and prepared to opine on the wide variety of subjects that arise in a business day?

[image: images]  Personnel issues

[image: images]  Financial matters

[image: images]  Strategic and tactical conundrums

[image: images]  Menu selections in the presence of highly opinionated oenophiles and gustatory hedonists

[image: images]  Moral enigmas

[image: images]  Unplanned and unforeseen subjects that pop up with regularity—perhaps the most frightening eventuality of all, particularly in the tech sector, where the crazy blizzard of buzzwords, fancies, rumors, and blather associated with the constant, roiling sea of trends is all but insurmountable.

Too Many Agendas: The plethora of those more senior than you who utter stupid things to which you might be forced to give the appearance of agreement;

Not Enough Knowledge: Then there’s your own lack of training in the art of expressing yourself in an on-point and cogent way even when you have nothing to say and no means of expressing it.

This last issue—how to not get caught being stupid in all contexts—is what we now intend to address.

Mastering the Elements of Nonstupid Discourse

Fortunately, one does not have to be a genius to grasp and then successfully employ the tenets of excellent business discourse both written and verbal. A smattering of knowledge and the ability to exude confidence is key. Simple fundamentals and a battery of practice should help any student attain skills in this area that are completely appropriate in virtually any business context.

Here are the makings of the crucial foundation upon which the appearance of nonstupidity may be built:

A. Reading and writing basic business English. Further discussion on e-mail and texting technique is provided in later chapters in this Curriculum, but the basics of decent business writing, analog and digital, are relatively simple. Master these very few rules and you will distinguish yourself as, quite literally, among the 5 percent who don’t appear to be stupid when required to commit a thought to paper:

1. Say what you mean. Don’t be afraid to do so, within reason. Of course, “what you mean” may, in fact, be a reiteration of what someone else means, that is up to you, but don’t make people read a bunch of gibberish to finally ascertain what you intend to communicate. Possible “what you mean” statements include:

a. “I agree with Lenny.”

b. “I don’t agree with Lenny.”

c. “Okay by me.”

d. “There are three reasons I don’t like this. It’s against policy. It will annoy Mr. Roover. It will be hard to accomplish. Let’s talk about this in person.”

The thing that distinguishes all these utterances is that 1) they are clear, 2) they are in declarative form, and 3) you don’t have to be a genius to get it. That’s good writing.

2. Adhere to common forms of English. There is such a thing as an English sentence. It is made up of some very basic fundaments:

a. A subject

b. A verb

c. An occasional object

d. A reason for its existence

It’s amazing how few people can construct a sentence from these building blocks. For instance, this is not a sentence: “After Mr. Roover and us are coordinating the Toledo meeting is key.” Likewise: “Get with Karen and coordinate interstitial SMATPE defibrillation in Zone 6 operations” says nothing and takes time to do it. Here are some good business sentences that will help you appear intelligent:

a. “Chuck can do it.”

b. “Let’s not go crazy on this thing.”

c. “Talk to Karen about it and get back to me.”

d. “There is absolutely no research to support that. Show me some research and maybe we can formulate further strategic alternatives.”

This last, obviously, is a more complex sentence. But it says what it means and also puts off definitive action for a later date. That’s a good sentence. It does, however, utilize jargon, which may be defined as a business-specific term that implies knowledge of the subject and also injects unnecessary complexity into the utterance for the purpose of 1) obfuscation and 2) showing off. Prime practitioners of jargon may be found at this writing in the bullshit fields of digital/social media and finance, where such mystification is sometimes necessary.

Rotten writing is often employed in business by those trying too hard to appear not stupid. Consider this short excerpt, found while perusing the website of the Harvard Business Review:

Furthermore, organizations that focus their strategy on digital transactions based on automating and substituting physical resources for digital will only feel digital. Such digital substitution strategies create virtual copies of the real world, creating e-channels, e-stores and other e-surrogates for physical processes. An e-store, for example, still uses the same basic business model and business processes of its brick-and-mortar equivalent. That may be more efficient, but it’s also easy to duplicate. The result is greater commoditization via price transparency and a reliance on advertising or “free” revenue models few companies can profitably support.

Yes, the structure of each sentence is adequate. The cumulative effect of the whole, however, may help explain the large percentage of MBAs and business professionals who need a couple of drinks after work.


Appearance of Stupidity
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Statements to Avoid

•  I won’t be available over the weekend. Call me Monday.

•  My voice mail is full.

•  Whose fucking idea was that?

•  Screw shareholder value!

•  What’s EPS?

•  Can you believe Mr. Baroslawski’s new toupee?

•  Twitter is for morons.

•  Facebook is worthless as a marketing tool.



Beyond coherent written expression, the effort to avoid the appearance of stupidity also mandates . . . an ability to conceal that which you do not know. Many smart people are, for instance, scared of economics. They think that if they talk about it, they will look stupid. Such is not necessarily the case. The truth is, nobody knows anything about economics. As an exact discipline or predictive enterprise, it’s about as scientific as phrenology, the study of bumps on the human head. Let us put it more simply: You don’t need to know anything about economics to talk about it. Just stay out of it and your risk of seeming stupid will be cut roughly in half. When the moment comes when you must speak about such matters, do not be intimidated. There are a host of things you can do to acquit yourself without apparent stupidity:

•  The honest approach: “Really? I have no idea who’s right. Opinions are like start-up ideas. Everybody’s got one.”

•  The judicious approach: “Look, I don’t think we’re going to solve anything here if nobody in the entire field can agree. Let’s move on to something we can actually sink our teeth into. Like that croissant over there.”

•  The wise idiot: “I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about, but frankly, it’s above my pay grade, isn’t it?”

•  Nodding: We will explore the vast variations and enormous value of professional nodding in a later tutorial. But a good nodding never hurt anyone.

At times, however, certain simple financial issues cannot be simply avoided without some stupidity exposure. This is particularly true of core financial subjects that affect your colleagues and superiors directly, like:

[image: images] The behavior of the stock market. When the market is up, you may chuckle and say, “More buyers than sellers!” When it is down, you may likewise shake your head and observe, “More sellers than buyers.” These two comments, incredibly, seem to fall within the radius of acceptable stupidity in such discussions. If the market is acting unusually weird, as it does so often these days, you may also, when others are discussing the matter and your comment seems advisable in some way, simple look amused, amazed, or disconcerted and say, “Fucking Europe,” or, if the geopolitical news is leaning to the East, “Fucking China.”

[image: images] Stock grants and stock options. If your senior colleagues are gloating about their holdings, as they will, won’t they, you may listen politely for a while and then say, “It’s a good thing we’re not in this for the money.” They will laugh. You may also, if you know them well and are comfortable with them, observe, “Let me know when there’s another seat on the gravy train.” Expressions of greed are never out of line, and actually hint at vast layers of intelligence they perhaps never knew you had.

[image: images] The “size” of your company. This is an objective, precise fact that you should know. It is known as the “market cap,” and it may be roughly calculated daily by the number of shares of your company held by the public (in common stock) times the price of each individual share. You may also want to keep abreast of your company’s annual revenue, and its relative position compared with a number of your direct industry competitors, which you should also know. If you are asked about any of these subjects and are caught with nothing but your tongue hanging out, people will suspect that you are stupider than they thought you were, and you probably are.

[image: images] A rough understanding of mergers and acquisitions (and their potential implications to you and all you know and love). We will discuss this issue more later. All you must master to avoid the appearance of stupidity are the following three rules:

1. Companies are either buyers or sellers. If your company is out to acquire others, that’s a good thing for you. If you are for sale, you might want to keep your resume up to date.

2. Discussions of M&A matters are most often secret. A fancy term for something that is secret is “proprietary.” Using the word proprietary makes you appear smart and discreet.*

3. There is no such thing as a merger. There are only buyers and sellers. Those who are bought are in danger when they have to bend over to pick up the soap. That’s good to know.

[image: images] Utilization of the term “leverage.” I believe that overuse of this term immediately designates the person using it as a potential stupidhead. The only time you should use it is when you are discussing the possibility of purchasing something with debt. Beyond that, recognize those who lever everything all the time as big fakers who are trying to impress others and conceal the fact that they don’t know what’s going on.

We will further delve into the topic of Faking Financial Literacy once we depart from the Core, but at this juncture all that the serious but jejune student requires is mastery of the following essential terms:

•  GAAP, an acronym that means “Generally Accepted Accounting Principles.” GAAP numbers are generally found buried in a company’s quarterly earnings statements after adjustments, charges, positioning, and other tricky ways of displaying the firm’s performance. GAAP numbers give you a genuine look at how a company is doing, all kidding aside, and are therefore often considered by senior management to be a very annoying topic.

•  EBITDA or OIBIDA: A non-GAAP expression that means Earnings Before Interest, Taxes, Depreciation, and Amortization, or, for OIBIDA, Operating Income Before Interest, Depreciation, and Amortization. Forget the terms themselves. Don’t freeze up! This is just a way of looking at financial performance that excludes a lot of nasty, inconvenient measurements that depress perception of a company’s success. Now, if you could ignore all the interest you have to pay on your loans, all the federal, state, and local taxes you have to pay, and the depreciation and amortization by which your assets are devalued, your financial picture would look awesome, too.

•  EPS: Earnings Per Share. A GAAP measurement that is widely useful and respected by all parties—Wall Street, the business media analysts, and even your mother, if she knew anything about it. A company’s EPS is one of the solid factors that go into the determination of its stock price. Recently, corporations have discovered how to jack up their EPS by purchasing vast blocks of their own stock. Some hate that, because it obscures what’s really going on by producing higher EPS without any real underlying business improvement. Others love it for the exact same reason.

•  Margin: A margin is how much of an operation’s revenue it gets to keep as profit. There are operating margins and profit margins and other kinds of margins, and so on and so forth, but the bottom line is that if you make a dollar in revenue and pay 45 cents in expenses, you have a 55 percent margin. Wall Street likes you to grow your margins, which is why they get all hot and sticky when they hear that a company is about to fire a bunch of people to boost their margins.

One must also be able to look at a spreadsheet without blanching or puking all over it in fear. This involves a twofold strategy:

1. Sagacious nodding: Never is this more important than when you’re looking at a page of gobbledygook that might as well be the Rosetta Stone. Respectful, silent inclination of the head over the holy object is always appropriate, and much better than something like “Does there have to be so many numbers?”

2. One pointed question: If you feel that being silent for an entire meeting is detrimental to your image, select a very specific cell of the spreadsheet, plant your finger on it, and politely inquire, “What’s this? I don’t follow exactly.” This will imply that you know what the rest of the spreadsheet is all about, and will encourage the finance person who is being asked to explain the thing to you. They love to do that.

A final point on this, our first foray into the Core. At this early stage of your career, be very, very careful in your usage of humor. Jokes are rarely funny in all circumstances and some are not funny at all. In fact, most jokes are not funny. The joke is often actually an expression of repressed sexual or social anxiety* or desires that are unacceptable to recognize in a business context. And unless it is formulated by a professional in full working knowledge of his or her audience and personal context for such humor, it is likely to bomb and make you look extremely stupid for trying to tell a joke at all. Humorous witticisms may be appropriate for those who can manage them, but they, too, are dangerous in the extreme for the neophyte. Further tutelage will be available later in this Curriculum, but in any consideration of stupidity avoidance, extreme reticence in this area is advised.

Concluding Thought

Finally, there is this: The best way to avoid looking stupid is simple—but very difficult to accomplish if you are, in fact, either stupid or prone to error, due to lust, pride, or even good intentions. And the best absolute inoculation against the appearance of stupidity is this:

Don’t do stupid things.

How painfully basic! And yet . . . every day, in every walk of life, in government, the military, academic establishments, and, of course, the world of business, smart people are doing stupid things. There would be no tabloid newspaper industry without the constant stupidity of normally intelligent people. Most of these goings-on you can see in your morning blog scan:

•  Mergers and acquisitions that generate massive write-downs*

•  Dishonest shortcuts that destroy national reputations*

•  Sexual indiscretions among consenting adults who should know better*

•  Embarrassing public tirades that make the individual look like a moron*

•  Financial bumbles of one kind or another*

•  Fashion or hair decisions that create challenges to personal credibility*

•  Tweets and Facebook postings that lead to apologies, embarrassment, etc.*

Try to stay away from this kind of behavior and those who indulge in it. And if you cannot, make sure that you are well compensated and have a nice network of contacts upon whom you can draw when the inevitable outcome hits the fan.

And when it does? Don’t look stupid. That’s right—I’m talking to you! Take that dumb, bewildered look off your face!

Exercises

1. From today’s business section of either the Wall Street Journal or your local newspaper, select at least three examples of stupidity. Ascertain whether the action was taken by a person who is actually stupid or by a comparatively smart person who has done a stupid thing. Also ask yourself whether the action was indeed stupid or merely appeared so. Spend at least five minutes thinking about what you would do in his or her place.

2. Review your actions over the course of the last year. Note down at least three things that you have done that appeared stupid, and that could have been avoided.

3. Seek out a person in the finance department of your company and carefully make your way through a discussion of how the quarter is going. Find out whether the company will meet Wall Street expectations for revenue, EPS, and net income, and do this without revealing that you don’t know what you’re talking about.
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COURSE 102: 
 Fabricating a Business Personality

You will never move forward if you do not assume a working personality that supplants your own, at least in part, while you grow on the job. Those who do not have a functional business persona distinct from their “true” personality either go mad or become the CEO.

For the most part, the ability—and the right—to reveal one’s true self grows over time, until you reach the highest levels of power, where people are unalterably and irrevocably authentic, gigantic, festering warts and all. Sometimes all that’s left are the warts . . . and a lot of money.

Ample research conducted at a very high level reveals that the ability to express one’s “true” self is directly driven by status and power, as expressed by Title:
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Freedom to Express True Self

With power comes the right to be yourself, whatever that self might be.*

This relationship between self-expression and power may be calculated mathematically, employing a useful equation developed for this purpose by the authors of this Curriculum as part of an ongoing effort to quantify what has generally been considered unquantifiable. Extensive field testing has been conducted utilizing the following equation, and it has been found to be highly effective in predicting the amount of permissible self an individual may demonstrate within an organizational setting:


G = Px2



In this formulation, permissible Genuine Personality (G) is a function of two things:

•  An individual’s Personal Power (P, on a scale of 1–10), multiplied by . . .

•  the square of a certain indefinable and uncontainable quality that one cannot conceal. We will call that X, and measure it on a scale of 1–100.

In senior management, the expression of Genuine Personality (G) may be huge—a product not only of the Power (P) conferred by the rank and title, but also by the enormous size of that uncontainable, irrepressible X factor (X2) that makes a George Washington the leader of his country and Bill Clinton the most charismatic guy in any restaurant he chooses to enter.*

Let’s take a real-world example.

Your CEO-sized might carry a Power vector (P) of 9.5 out of 10 and an uncontainable expression of true self (X) of 92 out of 100. Top numbers are somewhat diminished by the assumption that the CEO in question is not an owner of the company or a completely mad, raving mogul. Still, the number achieved is:


Genuine Personality (G) = 9.5 x (92x92) = 80,408



A very respectable Genuine Personality level indeed!

Now let’s look at a fictional manager-level person, not at the very beginning of a lackluster career but perhaps a youngish player on the rise. Such a person might have a Power metric (P) of, say, 4.1 out of 10 and a permissible personal quantum (X) of, perhaps, 28, which is appropriate to a somewhat timid lower-middle executive who hasn’t been given the freedom to fly his or her freak flag very proudly just quite yet. Thus:


G = 4.1 x (28x28) =3,214



Not impressive, is it? Less than 5 percent of his or her boss’s freedom to express Genuine Personality. Best be careful how you manage yourself, young woman or man. At least for now.

As you go along, however, a low X factor obviously will mean a very diminished ability to express whatever genuine human being resides within you (G). This can be a very significant deterrent to job satisfaction. The answer lies in building your X factor over time. That is, the expression of true self is not only something to be feared, not only a danger to you. It also confers a tremendous power if properly understood and handled. Controlled and folded into a coherent business persona, this X factor, if properly managed, can provide a vast resource of individuality and dynamic energy to your persona.

Happily, a variety of personal excesses and dysfunctions are valuable in the world of business. One of them may be yours. If so, rejoice, and begin carefully to develop it, because it will become the cornerstone of why people eventually come to fear you and possibly even respect you. Here are just a few who have demonstrated a close relationship with personal power and made their possessors a lot of money:

Personality Qualities That Build “X-Factor”

[image: images]

It is no coincidence that each of these so-called personality problems is also the signature style of many successful people. A few that I can think of right now possess not one or two, but all of them. These are the truly blessed, even if they aren’t very happy.

Still, even factoring in the value of what would be considered mental disorders in any other context, only the very few, the very insane, or the very lucky can climb to great heights solely through employment of their actual selves and associated eccentricities from the get-go. Even Stalin had to listen to Lenin for a while. The great and near great must, at least for a time, craft who they are to the extent that they must interface with others, take orders without blanching, exercise their determination and creativity without running afoul of dangerous creatures, and more. Let’s look at how you might go about assembling a business persona you can sustain over time, until you have the right, the title, the power, and the cadre of friends and supporters to let yourself run amok.

The Functional Business Personality

Each student will have to determine what kind of mix upon which he or she will settle, but the constituent parts of the whole are relatively immutable:
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Elements of Business Personality

The chart above dissects the elements of personality, with each element expressed in a proportion as it displays itself in a relatively well-balanced individual. You, however, will have to make decisions on makeup and proportion for yourself. Before you do, let’s look at the elements:

1. Grooming (5%): There are men who still use strong aftershave and women who travel in a cloud of seductive scent. Others (men, mostly) have facial hair. These things contribute mightily to one’s definition of organizational self.

2. Costume (11%): For many years, everybody in China and at, say, Westinghouse dressed in the same blue suit. In China, they added a red scarf and a little blue cap sometimes, and in Pittsburgh men wore blue ties with little silver polka dots. Deviations from that norm made a statement. Today, I know of at least one individual who wears bow ties. This, too, goes a long way toward the construction of his persona, for better or worse.

3. Choice of hardware (17%): At this stage of history, the display of your hardware makes a powerful statement about you, particularly if the implement you fish out when the phone rings is a clamshell that belongs in the Smithsonian.

4. Work habits (23%): What does “on time” mean to you? Are you organized? Responsive? Available to do a conference call while attending your mother’s funeral?

5. Substance abuse (7%): Alcohol and other stimulants and depressants play an enormous role in business, government, and the arts. You need to establish your positioning vis-à-vis this important issue, to ensure minimum destruction of your newly minted persona. This, like so many other things, is not only a personal but primarily a cultural issue. When the CFO hands you a Sambuca Romano at 2 a.m. as a nightcap after two cocktails and three bottles of wine, you’d better know how to drink it without calling Ralph on the Big White Phone.*

6. Approach to aggression, rage, and violence (10%): There are those, even when young, who operate on a short fuse. This gives the ones destined for greatness immediate and credible power—the power to scare people. Later, that develops into the power to kill people, sometimes literally. In the early stages of your career, that potential energy must be somewhat circumscribed, but if you are one of those lucky few who can get angry at a moment’s notice and frighten even those older and more potent than you are, then good for you. The other kind of angry people are the ones you see picking up cigarette butts on the sidewalk and screaming about fluoride in their water. You’ll want to apprehend the difference.

7. Friends (17%): We will delve into this issue in a later level of study, but an initial look at the role played by “friends” in the business universe is a key part of your Level 100 personality construct. Friends can sometimes, if not always, be counted upon as allies, which are more important than friends. An understanding of the nature of friendship in context, too, is important.

8. Craziness (10%): Each individual must wrangle his or her personal insanity and use it for the best business objectives. One must also learn to manage the insanity of others. Those who do not currently possess insanity are encouraged to acquire some.

Implementing Your Strategy

Now that we’ve named the key elements, let’s spend some time ascertaining what choices will be right for you in each important regard.

1. Grooming

It’s so easy to make fun of the way people groom themselves. We are not a dignified species. Those who do achieve dignity are in danger of looking equally ridiculous if they overgroom.

First: You want to smell good, but you don’t want to smell too good.
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Conclusions to be drawn from this chart:

•  Smelling bad renders an individual significantly less likable than other options;

•  The smallest improvement in personal odor is rewarded with an immediate improvement in likability;

•  Maximum likability is achieved in the neighborhood of the zero smell point, although high likability is sustained just short of that point and after it as well;

•  There is, however, a crossover point (B) where an excess of good smell results in a cataclysmic decline in likability not dissimilar to the reaction that others have when in the presence of a bad smell point.

The takeaway here is very clear: Try to hover around the zero smell point where the entire issue of personal aromatic aura doesn’t even arise. I would not even mention this, it seems so painfully obvious, except for the fact that every day it is possible to run into people who smell either too bad or too good. This is most particularly true in cubicle culture. It is truly remarkable how many offices have an individual who violates olfactory protocol. What does one say to such people? It’s a huge question. Don’t make people ask themselves that question.

Then there is the issue of hair. Only God knows why He or She blessed some of us and ignored the others. Those with decent hair do not have a grooming issue. Those with compromised hair must somehow deal with it. It’s business. It’s not personal. But until you solve the matter for yourself, it will feel goddamned personal.

Unfortunately, in our day men and women can no longer wear enormous wigs that solve the problem for everybody, like this:
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Other solutions do avail themselves, although none is optimal. That may still be true. As people grapple with this question, the following options are most often under consideration:
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“Business effectiveness” as expressed in the X axis of this chart is driven primarily by several considerations:

1. The amount that the issue of hair arises when in conversation with the individual in questions;

2. Whether the hair or lack of hair is viewed as a negative or positive;

3. Overall cultural determinations. A teeny-weeny ponytail in Los Angeles may qualify one as a savvy agent capable of bringing Brad Pitt over for cocktails; in New York it classifies its bearer as a shallow poser who doesn’t have the courage to face life without a little projectile sticking out of the back of his head.

In that regard, the negative attitude toward toupees makes them difficult to wear in a business context. Hair transplants, too, have an unfortunate aspect of being a work in progress for quite some time. Businesspeople hate seeing unexpected things from those they expect to act expectedly, and a changing cranial landscape can be disconcerting.

It is tempting to advise those whose scalp is making inroads to simply forget about it and move on. It’s good advice. Many, many great leaders from the past up to the present day have fought prodigious battles and won in every way but this one. The list is long and illustrious. A few examples:

•  Julius Caesar, who wore a laurel wreath around all the time to disguise his receding hairline and quite literally invented the comb-over;

•  Ben Franklin, John Adams, other Founding Fathers, who generally went for the bald-up-front-ponytail-in-the-back look and made it work for them;

•  Mao Zedong, titan of twentieth-century male-pattern baldness;

•  Jack Welch, former head of General Electric, now a ubiquitous poster boy for semi-retirement;

•  Margaret Thatcher, who towered over a generation of British politicians with the help of her bouffant;

•  Lloyd Blankfein, swaggering Czar of the Empire of Goldman Sachs

•  Hillary Clinton, a perennial hairstyle flip-flopper;

•  Barry Diller, who looks like he uses his proud, gleaming head as a battering ram;

•  Donald Trump, whose bizarre hairstyle succeeds in making him look more bald than he would look if he actually shaved his head. Does he care? No!

At the same time, those who enjoyed terrific, bushy hair but are otherwise of questionable historical value include:

•  Adolf Hitler/ young Justin Bieber (forehead combover)

•  Kim Jong Il/comedian Marty Allen (tower of frizz)
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The key to this, as in other critical business strategies, is to adopt an approach for yourself and then decline to vary from that personal norm.

One final grooming consideration: shaving. For women, at least on this part of Planet Business at this stage of the game, that means all public surfaces. For men also, in the opinion of many. While tidy mustaches and beards are commonplace, they often do little to add to one’s luster unless they are planned out carefully, maintained as part of one’s overall image, and worn with consistency until people view your hairy appendage as a reasonable part of your overall face.*

2. Costume

Every organization, every industry, has a look that speaks to power, self-control, and a certain amount of incongruity. The latter is important, except in insurance and all but the highest levels of accounting, where any level of self-expression might be viewed as freaky. At the current moment, it is possible for the student joining any sector of the workplace to ascertain within days what the prevailing expected costume might be, and where variation and personal statement are permissible. Consult the following table if you have any doubts:

ATTIRE: Men
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Obviously, these are just guidelines. But they are useful guidelines. A real estate agent who dresses like an Internet start-up dude (or CEO) won’t sell many houses, unless, of course, he’s marketing homes in the hipster neighborhood of Brooklyn, New York, where every article of clothing is an ironic statement. When the author worked at Westinghouse in the later years of the twentieth century, a man in brown shoes might as well have been wearing a fez.*

For women in the workplace, research affirms the wisdom of knowing one’s industry but not, as so many were forced to do in the 1980s and 1990s, pretending that you are simply another kind of vanilla businessman. Women costumed as boring old men went out with “dress for success” books. There are, of course, slightly different metrics than those for men.

ATTIRE: Women
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The issue of how each sex manipulates the other via the age-old vehicles of fantasy, lust, and frustration will be saved for a later segment of this Curriculum. Suffice it to say that clothing (as well as the prior subject of grooming) is part of a ubiquitous, albeit now largely verboten and unspoken realm of human interaction in the workplace. Those who are dubious about the impact that personal appearance and, for lack of a better term, sex appeal, can have on business success are encouraged to Google the phrase “attractive people do better” and then return to the rest of this chapter.

But enough about the shallow stuff. Let us now elevate the discussion by taking a look at the reputational implications of the hardware you carry with you that is now, or soon will be, an integrated part of your persona.

3. Hardware

As I write this, I am aware that by the time you read this it will be—at least pertaining to any specific implement or technology—at least slightly obsolete, even if the conclusions we reach are not. For instance, at this writing the BlackBerry appears to be dying. It’s been dying, in fact, for longer than most start-ups stay in business. Somebody decided that physical buttons were a bad idea and now we all have to poke at screens with our greasy little fingers in order to send a simple e-mail. Most implements we carry around are better suited for sexting and listening to music than for business.

The fact remains, the tools you carry do have a significant impact on the way people see you and the way you feel about yourself, and are therefore an important factor in the fabricated persona you are creating for professional use. Right now, here is a snapshot of where we are in time.
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IMAGE IMPLICATIONS OF PERSONAL HARDWARE

Several conclusions may be drawn from the data underlying this graphic.*

1. Functionality is not the primary issue in the selection of hardware for those wishing to construct their helpful persona. If it were, the BlackBerry with the physical keyboard would still be around. Get something new. People will love you.

2. Apple does not have a stranglehold on the marketplace that it seemed to have for a while. A very credible and workable alternate universe exists among Androids. In fact, a significant number of bankers and IR people seem to be using the Samsungs with the big screens. Their spreadsheets look better on it.

3. Interestingly, the old-fashioned clamshell not-so-smartphone also carries with it a kind of “screw-you” aura for those who wish to appear just ever so slightly out of the hot zone of technology. There are a lot of people, some of them quite elderly and powerful, who hate the phenomenon of “everything new all the time,” too. The clamshell speaks to them in an interesting way.

4. Microsoft remains the sixty-five-year-old guy with the goatee trying to pick up young girls at the party.

5. What everybody else has is always a good alternative.

Finally, a word about Bluetooth earpieces and their reputational impact:
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Reputational Impact of Bluetooth Earpiece

4. Work habits

What is “good work”? While standards are shaped, as always, by the local and company culture, the truth is that “good work” is good work the world round. If the bridge one is building melts in the rain and dumps vehicles into the river, that is not good work, whether the road is in Istanbul or Newark. If the CEO’s new palace develops a leaky roof, the fate of the architect would be the same whether the executive in question were named Augustus or Blankfein.

In some fields—particularly in the world of the sciences, like math, physics, and astrology—the sheer act of sitting for several years and covering a notebook with inexplicable squiggles may be considered “good work,” even though what is produced is nugatory. Such an approach to labor, however, would be ill-received if the job at hand were the publication of a business book.*

The universal elements of what is considered “good work,” in virtually all settings, professions, and cultures:

•  The work conforms to or exceeds expectations;*

•  It is produced in a timely manner;

•  It falls within local and industry-wide standards for neatness;

•  It is neither too long nor too short and may, if called for, recommend a solution or lay out all possible options;

•  It may be transmitted electronically;

•  Nobody in a senior position had to work too hard on it.

Conversely that which is not “good work” may be defined rather specifically as well:

•  The work is not responsive to the stated assignment or the unspoken expectation;

•  It is either too early or too late;*

•  It is presented in a manner that calls excessive attention to itself, either due to its finicky tidiness, ostentation, or unprofessional sloppiness;

•  It is too long to be read by the average contemporary individual with a one-minute, forty-five-second attention span, or, in the case of executives, full-blown adult attention deficit disorder;

•  It is overly brief or shallow when brevity and shallowness were not part of the assignment;

•  It is on paper and must be scanned to be read on a digital device, or sent in software that is not currently favored by the company;*

•  It requires recasting, rethinking, editing, or significant further labor by the individual who assigned it before it may be passed on to the next level of management.

Within a corporate context, students should understand that all work assigned to them by their managers is given to them for a very simple reason: so that the person who has given you the work doesn’t have to do it him or herself. This would seem to be a simple proposition. But it clearly is not. All too often, he or she who receives the work assignment makes critical errors in understanding not so much the nature of the assignment, but the nature of business work itself. This profound misunderstanding manifests itself in the following ways that are extremely irritating to the senior officer, the boss:
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Errors in Work Habits

Each one of these phenomena is deeply irksome to senior officers:

•  Lust for praise telegraphs need and turns a businesslike assignment into an exercise in child care, where the child is you;

•  Crazy hours are what people work when they do not know how to apportion their time, leading to . . .

•  Ostentatious exhaustion, wherein the employee seeks pity for the burden of doing his or her job. This is especially aggravating for bosses who are at their wits’ end with their own real work.

•  The need baby also needs to receive hugs in progress, demanding love from an entity that is not really there to give it.

•  At the same time, the now thoroughly obnoxious employee is displaying symptoms of work in progressitis, issuing updates, bragging about solutions, seeking guidance, and otherwise bothering the boss with a bunch of stuff that she or he thought they had succeeded in downloading.

•  Finally, there are few things more grating than the idiot who is always at your door asking questions to which you have no answers. Each question is exponentially more exasperating than the one before.

All these gaffes are not only common, they are in fact commonplace, particularly the demand to be overpraised for the simple act of doing one’s job. It is possible that the behavior of NFL players on the field has influenced younger players in the business sector, who seem to believe that the successful completion of an assignment is a legitimate occasion for chest bumps, preening dances in the end zone, and warm, teary speeches of congratulations from the coach. It isn’t. You do your work. You make your money. You go home. Anything else is gravy. A great boss will praise you fully for the good stuff you do and not wear you out too badly when you fall short of expectations. There aren’t many of those kinds of bosses around, so don’t expect them. Learn to work without.

Let’s complete our discussion of work habits with a little quiz:

Q: The individual who is meant to receive credit for the work done on a project is:

a. You, because you did all the work.

b. You and your team of people equally, who labored mightily over weeks and weeks with no help from senior management to get the job done.

c. You, your team of people, and all the folks in marketing, communications, research, and sales who put together the winning bid and reaped huge rewards for the entire corporation.

d. Your boss, who had nothing to do with any of it except during the five minutes he looked it over and said, “Okay.”

If you answered 4, you are correct. Is that fair? Is that right? No. Does it make any sense? In fact, yes it does. Your job is to do great work and make your boss look good.* He or she will receive credit or sometimes, the blame, if he or she is honorable. If he or she is not, the subordinate must be willing to shoulder the pain of the whip in silence, short of total self-immolation. As the twentieth-century philosopher Hyman Roth once observed about a somewhat different business, “This is the life we have chosen.” So suck it up.

Conversely, when the boss is destabilized by laziness, cluelessness, confusion, ineptitude, paranoia, or other operating difficulty, the worker is jeopardized as well. In fact, the less actual work done by one’s boss, the more the executive comes to rely on those who are actually doing the labor that, as he or she matures, becomes increasingly odious for the boss to perform, as he strives to maintain the impression or illusion that he or she is up to bigger things. In addition, good work done by subordinates has a pervasive positive impact on fellow workers and, by extension, on the entire organization, conveying the sense that those who serve are the ones who are actually in
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