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PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

In April 2010, I met with my publisher to discuss an idea I had for a book about reinvention. I had my fingers crossed, hoping he’d give it a green light.

We’d only been talking for a few minutes when he said, “I love it; let’s do it.” (It’s titled The Reinventors and was published in 2012.) “But,” he added, “there’s something else we need to do, too. Think BIG, Act Small came out five years ago but still sells strongly online and in stores. How would you feel about updating and rereleasing it?”

I felt an immediate pump of adrenaline.

In 2003, my researchers and I set out on a two-year study to identify all the companies we could find who’d grown both revenues and profits organically by double digits every year for ten years without a miss. In the process, we uncovered breakthrough findings. The financial performance of the companies we identified placed them in the top one hundredth of a percent of all companies. Those companies were profiled in the 2005 hardcover edition of Think BIG, Act Small.

“What would you change about the book and how would you approach it?” he asked.

My mind started racing.

“I’d go back to all the original companies,” I replied without missing a beat, “and dig for any changes that had taken place in the last five years and figure out if they’d managed to continue their growth.”

As those words left my mouth, an anxious voice popped in to my head and warned, “You better look before you leap.”

After twenty years of tracking high performing companies, I’ve become very aware that every success has an expiration date. High flyers can fall so fast it surprises everyone, and above average companies routinely slip to average or below in months instead of years. I’ve interviewed nearly five thousand entrepreneurs and executives during these last six chaotic years. The one message that I heard repeated over and over was how uncertain everyone has become. Ninety-eight percent of CEOs feel the clock is ticking and think that future success could elude them. Was I going to discover that my original Think BIG, Act Small heroes had stumbled and stalled?

If the companies we’d originally identified and written about had managed to keep their double-digit-growth streak alive through the Great Recession they would be—without question—the world’s best at consistently growing revenues. Each would have achieved an unparalleled record of fifteen years of nonstop growth and weathered two recessions that had caused millions of other businesses to close their doors.

If the companies had continued their growth streaks, the book would become a must-read for every person in business. The findings would come close to constituting the Holy Grail for growth. But first, there were loads of questions to answer:


	Had the companies done the almost impossible and maintained their double-digit growth?

	There had been key personnel changes at some of the companies. When new people took charge, did things go off the rails?

	Had some of the companies fallen victim to the financial devastation that began in 2008?



You’re about to learn what we discovered when we went back—five years later—and plotted the progress of those companies we’d previously identified as being the world’s best at achieving continuous organic growth.

Initially, I intended to leave the original chapters intact and add a several-page update at the end of each. What seemed like a good idea turned out to be quite awkward; readers would have read only ancient history and the tales of business leaders who aren’t around any longer before getting to the updated material. So, in the end, my head of research and chief thinker, Laurence Haughton, and I revisited all the chapters. You’re reading a fully revised and updated book.

Study the lessons carefully and note their findings; make them your own and implement them in your company. I promise that you will experience revenue growth in your business like you could have previously only imagined.

Jason Jennings

Tiburon, California

October 2011


INTRODUCTION

The Holy Grail for Growth

You’re about to learn the identities of a handful of companies whose consistent revenues and profit growth places them among the top one-hundredth of 1 percent of all American companies. Each organically increased revenues and profits by 10 percent or more for ten consecutive years between 1995 and 2005. At the time, they were among the best and most successful companies in the world. Here’s why what these companies do is vitally important…to you.

Raising Revenues and Profits Isn’t an Option

The bottom-line need of every business is constantly higher revenues and profits. Ambitious workers want to improve their lot in life and expect raises. Competitive spirits demand runs on the scoreboard. And investors and shareholders have insatiable appetites for constantly higher returns. Companies that aren’t going forward are going backward!

Executives and managers who fail to consistently increase revenues and profits end up with their heads on a stick, and business owners who don’t grow revenues end up with empty storefronts, deserted factories, and haunting memories of what could have been. Historically, business managers and owners have had three choices for constantly improving the financial performance of their business.

Increase Revenues

It’s easy to increase revenues when the economy is in terrific shape, the competition isn’t paying attention, and people are knocking down your door to buy what you sell. Unfortunately, those days are over. Economies everywhere are fragile. Everyone has more and better competition than ever before (and that won’t change) and nobody absolutely needs anybody; everyone has plenty of alternatives. Today business managers and owners are forced to constantly increase revenues in the most challenging environment that has ever existed. The problem is that the tactics used by most owners and managers to grow revenues are tired reruns of old conventional wisdom.

“Haul the sales staff in here!” bellows the boss. “I’ll give them the ‘Come-to-Jesus’ routine and fire them up.”

Regrettably, the result of rallying the troops is always short-lived.

Enter the recent MBA graduate, bursting with ideas. “Maybe increasing sales commissions for brand-new businesses and lowering them for existing customers is the answer,” he muses. “In one case we studied during my semester abroad, a Mongolian company did that and increased its sales of yak jackets by twenty percent.”

Unsurprisingly, changing incentives and playing with people’s paychecks and livelihoods seldom have a positive effect on morale.

“I have an idea,” pipes up an assistant brand manager. “Let’s add some jalapeño flavoring to our Super Crunchy Rice Flakes, call them Olé! Olé! Olé and have the sales staff introduce the product wearing sombreros!”

Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but 96 percent of brand extensions fail—and the failure rate is probably higher for last-gasp measures.

“What we really need,” laments the old-timer who has been around the block more times than a septuagenarian streetwalker, “is to find some low-hanging fruit, some real easy business.” Hoping against hope, he adds a wistful, “It’s got to be out there in some place we’ve never looked before.”

Alas, competition is tougher than it’s ever been. What to do when all the low-hanging fruit has been picked?

Invariably, the same old tactics for increasing revenues bring the same old results. More often than not, companies end up failing to achieve their revenue growth objectives and so resort to quick fixes to demonstrate short-term profit growth.

Cut Costs

A second way to improve a company’s financial performance is usually the most unpopular option for your employees: cut costs. Cut cut cut. Layoffs, shutdowns, contractions, and asset sales are employed in order to improve short-term profits. All of these moves, of course, come back to bite these companies on their backsides. Reducing, snipping, and nonstop rounds of cutting do nothing to jump-start or grow revenues. Downsizings and layoffs frequently become as addictive as street drugs, and the companies that abuse them end up emaciated shadows of their former selves.

Or, Cook the Books

When companies fail to increase their sales and find their bag of cost-cutting tricks empty, many resort to playing loose with the truth. Of the 1,200 publicly traded companies forced to restate their operating results for 2003 under the Sarbanes-Oxley Act, every single company had to adjust their revenues and/or profits downward. They had all claimed that their revenues or profits were higher than they actually were. Not a single company had understated revenues or profits.

What We Found

So what do you do if the three common ways of posting financial health are close to defunct? We went on a hunt for answers. My team of researchers and I evaluated and studied every publicly traded company (about twenty thousand of them) in the world as well as more than fifty thousand of the largest privately owned companies in the United States in order to find the companies that do the best job of consistently increasing revenues and profits. (You’ll find a narrative describing our complete research methodology in Section 5.) We reasoned quite simply that if we could identify the companies that do the world’s best job of consistently increasing revenues and profits, there’d be valuable lessons to learn. So we traveled the nation; got inside every company we’d identified; and interviewed, studied, observed in action, and got to know the people who lead America’s best performing companies. We were hardly disappointed.

We discovered that none of these top companies embrace tired old tactics for growing revenues, cutting costs, and exaggerating their operating results. Instead, they have figured out how to consistently increase revenues and profits without using manipulation or gimmickry. They don’t recycle the same old stuff that has a history of either being marginally effective or simply not working. In the process, each of these top performing companies has turned conventional wisdom upside down.

America’s Best-Performing Companies

Here they are, the companies we identified as having increased revenues and profits by 10 percent or more each year for ten years or longer. Their identities may surprise you. Their CEOs may surprise you. Their locations may surprise you. Even where they’re not located may surprise you. We think this group of companies is on to something that may change the very face of how companies drive revenue and profit.
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Cabela’s Headquartered in a small town of a few thousand people on the western plains of Nebraska, Cabela’s has built a sporting and outdoor goods empire that mails out more than 120 million catalogs annually, making it the largest direct marketer in the United States. By tossing out the traditional retail rulebook, its large-format destination retail stores, filled with waterfalls, mountains, aquariums, and exotic-game trophies, are among the top tourist attractions in its states. Cabela’s has institutionalized doing something that most companies can’t or won’t do, and it’s the thing that prevents most businesses from ever achieving their full economic potential.

Dot Foods Who could have guessed that a young couple with twelve children would mortgage the house, ramble around Illinois and Missouri delivering dry dairy goods out of the back of their family station wagon, and that their children would invent a brand-new business that would revolutionize the way food is distributed, eventually becoming the largest food service redistributor in the United States? The same things Dot Foods did to revolutionize the food distribution business can be applied to hosts of other industry categories.

Koch Industries A conglomerate with holdings in petroleum, natural gas, chemicals, fibers, minerals, ranching, and securities might not sound too sexy. But when it comes to the second-largest private company in the United States, which has created more value for its shareholders than any other company in the world, you’d do well to take notice. Koch’s secrets in this task can be implemented by any business ready to commit to the Koch Guiding Principles.

Medline Industries From humble beginnings as a small Chicago shop where a husband-and-wife team sewed uniforms, Medline has grown into a business that sells more than 100,000 products to hospitals, surgery centers, extended-care facilities, home-care agencies, and physicians’ offices. This company’s sales force has been ranked the best in the United States and you’ll know why when you learn how it operates and how it compensates.

O’Reilly Automotive Most seventy-two-year-old businessmen sent out to pasture at the directive of a know-it-all young consultant would hang it up. Instead, Charles F. O’Reilly and his son “Chub” O’Reilly decided that the best way to even the score was to open a competing store selling aftermarket automotive tools, professional service equipment, and accessories. Today the company’s 3,600 stores generate almost $7 billion in annual sales and for the past decade they’ve achieved average operating income growth of more than 30 percent a year.

PETCO Animal Supplies By picking its competitors wisely, PETCO has become the leading specialty retailer of premium pet food, supplies, and services, and sells more than ten thousand high quality pet products in its stores and online. Besides selling pet supplies, PETCO offers grooming, obedience training, vaccination clinics, and even sponsors an online pet adoption center.

SAS Institute The world’s largest privately held software company achieved a string of twenty-five years of more than 10 percent annual revenue growth. The company is frequently lauded in surveys of the best places to work in America. The leaders at SAS do something most CEOs and managers refuse to do—and it’s why they grow during good times and bad.

Sonic Drive-In Want chocolate syrup on your fries? You got it says Sonic, America’s largest chain of quick-service drive-ins (more than three thousand five hundred restaurants in forty-four states) where every order is completely customizable, completely your own. The company has grown from a single root beer stand in Shawnee, Oklahoma, and differentiates itself by using a model whereby virtually every employee, including the carhops, has a financial stake in the success of the business.

Strayer Education Founded in 1892, Strayer educates more than sixty thousand working adults on its thirty campuses and through Strayer Online. It purposely chose to grow slowly, in order to preserve the highest educational quality and protect its brand, yet the company’s consistent financial performance is still stellar and has become the model for education-oriented companies.

A Common Thread

One day as I was nearing completion of my research, I was conducting a follow-up interview with Pattye Moore, former president of Sonic Drive-In. The interview was almost over but I had one final question.

“What’s the magic,” I asked, “that’s allowed Sonic to raise its revenues and profits by double digits every year?”

“That’s an easy one,” she answered without hesitation. “We think big but we act small. When big companies start acting big, they get in trouble.”

Those few words absolutely nailed what we’d found inside every company in this book. Each one thinks big but acts small.

Right after talking with Pattye Moore, my researchers and I sent e-mails out to all the companies we were writing about. We told them that we finally had a title for the book. Then something surprising happened. Most of the companies began e-mailing us with copies of old company memos, speeches, and articles. As I read them it was hard not to smile. The leaders of almost all the companies in the book had been using the phrase “think big—act small” for years. And so we had a title for our new book.

What’s Here for You

Our findings genuinely surprised us. We didn’t discover any mind-bending tactics or top-secret methods that enabled these companies to grow their revenues consistently. Instead, because each has nailed the fundamentals better than all other companies, their dramatic and consistent growth occurs naturally, even organically.

In the following pages, you’ll learn the ten Building Blocks these companies use to grow their revenues and profits every year and distinguish themselves as being America’s very best.

Each Building Block reveals one of the truths we discovered, introduces one of the companies, briefly tells its story and shows how the Building Block is applied at the other companies we researched. The Building Blocks we present would be no less valid if they weren’t practiced by every company, but surprisingly, in almost every instance, everything we found is a way of life at all the companies.

Just Common Sense?

At some point during your reading you might be tempted to say to yourself, “Well, that’s only simple common sense.” When so tempted, I’d urge you to recall a few unforgettable words shared with me several years ago in Asia.

I had just finished giving a speech in Hong Kong when I was approached by an elderly Chinese lady. “I enjoyed your speech very much,” she said to me. “The things you said were really just simple common sense.”

I took it as a backhanded compliment, if a compliment at all. Seeing the crestfallen look on my face, she looked up, smiled, and quietly added, “Remember, the most common thing about common sense is how uncommon it is.”

If you’re ready to learn the ten Building Blocks that promise to help you increase your company’s revenues and profits every year, it’s time to start reading—and discovering.


SECTION ONE
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Think Big
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In the Beginning

Imagine what a dismal place the planet would be if no one had ever had a big idea. We’d still be naked savages communicating with grunts and groans, seeking shelter under upended tree roots and scavenging for scraps of food.

Thankfully, one of our ancestors thought big and wrapped himself in animal skins to ward off the elements; another thought big and constructed a primitive shelter; still another thought big and decided to stay put and cultivate a crop rather than roam and forage with the seasons.

Millions of years later Ralph Lauren thought big, stitched a logo on those animal skins, and founded Polo, a fashion empire with $6 billion in annual reveneus. William Levitt thought big, founded Levittown (inventing the suburb in the process), eventually building 35,000 small, detached, single-family shelters and netting a $60-million fortune (when $60 million meant something). And way back in 1867, Alva Kinney thought big and began selling the bounties of the field in the form of bags of flour, and ConAgra, a company with $12 billion in annual revenues today, was born.

Thinking big has been responsible for every advance, every development, and every successful business known to man. There were big thinkers behind rocket ships, skyscrapers, computers, assembly lines, fast-food hamburgers, and every leap forward in medical science. Along the way, the marketplace has handsomely rewarded many big thinkers. Bill Gates, Warren Buffett, and Sam Walton all defied conventional wisdom, thought big, significantly changed the world, and amassed fortunes worth tens of billions of dollars in the process.

No Shortage of Big Thinking

Each year millions of businesses are founded worldwide. Sometimes it’s an individual going solo in a home office. In other instances it’s friends and partners pooling resources to pursue a dream. And other times it’s the launch of a manufacturing or service facility designed to employ thousands. In the case of every new business there are two certainties: there was some big thinking behind the decision to make the leap, and not a single business was created with the intention of failing. Unfortunately, judging from business mortality rates, just thinking big does little to ensure a business’s success.

A Conundrum

Each year the United States records more than sixty thousand business bankruptcies. Each year the dreams of hundreds of thousands of sole proprietors are dashed. In the past decade more than one thousand big companies, famous titans that had seemingly withstood the test of time—with names like United Airlines, Kmart, WorldCom, Enron, PG&E, Conseco, Lehman Brothers, Washington Mutual, and CIT Group—ended up in bankruptcy court. Many widely quoted studies conclude that four of every five new businesses fail within the first five years of their existence. A recent University of Texas study argues that 98 percent of small companies disintegrate within eleven years. Is seriously flawed big thinking responsible for such miserable performances and track records or is there another missing ingredient?

Four Types of Thinking and Acting

Evidence of thinking big is present in every successful human enterprise. But big thinking without proper execution inevitably results in failure. There are four types of thinking and acting (executing) available to every leader and company. We found that companies that excel at achieving consistent, long-term financial performance all fall into only one of these four possible categories.

Think Small, Act Small The enterprises that fall into this category are either small mom-and-pop businesses, companies where the sole ambition is to provide a living wage to the owner(s), or enterprises desperately trying to hold on to a vestige of a better past. They’re unwilling to invest in their businesses, and either because of necessity or a basic character flaw, they’re notoriously cheap.

Unless their market niche requires an unusually high degree of skill, or there’s a dearth of competition, these operators disappear when the management retires or dies or when customers abandon them in favor of enterprises with more compelling offerings.

The sole exception to the previous description is people who have intentionally chosen to think small and act small because they believe that all business is inherently evil. These people typically opt to reside deep in the woods in cabins without utilities where they weave macramé, string brightly colored beads, and cast candles in sand molds for sale at art fairs and protest festivals.

People who think and act small are generally not dangerous to anything but their own enterprises.

Think Small, Act Big Because they infrequently have original ideas, this type contents itself with exaggerating past accomplishments and providing unsolicited opinions to others about how to run their businesses.

You’ll find them pontificating on the evils of Wal-Mart and how it destroyed Main Street every time there’s a breakfast meeting of the chamber of commerce featuring free Krispy Kremes. Even though their own businesses never achieve their full economic potential, that doesn’t get in the way of their overinflated views of their accomplishments.

Unless their advice is taken seriously, people who think small and act big generally aren’t serious competitors in any given marketplace, but their nonstop bravado can be tiring.

Think Big, Act Big Everyone is familiar with this type, whether it’s located in Clinton, Mississippi, or on Madison Avenue. Armed with a delicious big idea, they start out on a promising track—and then something happens that sends them over to the dark side.

First there are the sizzling suites of offices filled with snappy young execs, phalanxes of kowtowing assistants, and an increasingly bloated hierarchy. There’s more swagger than walk, and eventually strategy is trumped by arrogance. Later it’s almost always discovered that revenues had been artificially pumped up, profits overstated, share prices manipulated, and treasuries looted.

People who think big and act big are dangerous to workers (they’ll probably lose their jobs when the big cheese begins announcing layoffs designed to protect his backside), vendors (who may not get paid without the approval of bankruptcy court), and shareholders (whose investments may very well disappear in smoke).

Think Big, Act Small (Sigh of relief.) These are the people and companies who get it right. Their consistent long-term financial performance distinguishes them. Their big thinking is based on authentic big ideas, genuinely solving customers’ problems, making something better, or creating value.

These people don’t use the company as their personal exchequer. Rather than allowing success to go to their heads, they remain humble. They continue to work closely with customers and understand that the organization won’t have a long-term future unless short-term objectives are achieved.

They’re ready to let go of what is no longer working; get everyone to think and act like owners; and constantly invent new businesses, providing customers with win-win solutions. They carefully select their competition, work tirelessly to build communities of raving fans, and their biggest thrill is identifying and helping build future leaders.

People and companies who think big and act small are good for workers; vendors and suppliers; and shareholders and community.

Go Ahead…Think Big

Go ahead and think big! But when it comes to executing your ideas, follow the principles of thinking big and acting small as practiced by the companies who grow their customer count and satisfaction, revenues, and profits, year after year in good times and bad.


SECTION TWO
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The Building Blocks
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Down to Earth

The people who lead the American companies that do the best job of consistently growing revenues aren’t celebrities and don’t seek fame. In fact, much like the first time you heard your recorded voice played back and wondered why it sounded so strange, most of these people will find it awkward to see their names in print.

By the time we’d whittled our list of companies from seventy-two thousand candidates to the nine most consistently profitable businesses we’d be studying and writing about, we were convinced that each CEO and company would be rightfully proud they’d been chosen and more than pleased to cooperate with us. Instead, as you can read in more detail in the research section, getting inside each of these companies was like pulling teeth…only worse.

As someone who is constantly besieged by CEOs and PR people asking, “How can I get my company in one of your books,” I scratched my head and wondered, “Why wouldn’t companies that had accomplished so much want their achievements known?”

Eventually, as we spent time with and got to know the leaders of this remarkable group of companies, the answer became unmistakably clear. There’s little doubt that part of their reluctance to open themselves and their companies to us was their desire to remain secretive, but it wasn’t their primary reason for not wanting to meet with us. None of these company’s leaders has any interest in being portrayed as a celebrity CEO. The very thought is anathema to them.

You won’t find a single slick, overconfident, swashbuckling sales type leading any of the companies that do the best job of consistently increasing revenues. In fact, you’ll find just the opposite: very humble people leading and managing equally humble enterprises.

Just a Regular Guy (Gal)

As we crisscrossed the nation, meeting and interviewing the people who lead the companies we’d eventually write about, we were continually struck by the down-to-earth nature of every one of them. As we’d complete each daylong CEO interview we’d invariably wait until we were out of sight and earshot, then grin and say, “Can you believe it…no pretense…just another regular person?” Each of the leaders we encountered was more modest than the previous. Because of the humble nature of these people, they had been keeping their compelling stories much to themselves for years. What we found was a treasure trove.

Even after we’d spent hours getting to know each other and discussing his company, the moment the discussion turned to him as an individual, each CEO became noticeably uncomfortable. Typical of our interviews is the following exchange taken verbatim from our interview transcript with Robert Silberman, CEO of Strayer Education.


JASON JENNINGS: Finally, talk to me about you. Tell us your story, just so I—

ROBERT SILBERMAN: It’s not really that important, frankly—

JJ: I know, but just take us through it. “I was born in—”

RS: Well, most important, for me, this really ought to be about the business model—

JJ: And it will be—

RS: And what we’re trying to accomplish—

JJ: I just need a little bit of background stuff—

RS: Because most of what I see in this kind of journalism really is bullshit. And I think—

JJ: I agree. But I also happen to know that you read my last book and used it and didn’t think it was BS.

RS: That’s true.

JJ: So, a little about you please—

RS: It’s just that I find that the focus on CEOs is—

JJ: Listen, you have my commitment; the book’s not about you, I just need a little flavor. I need to let the readers know that somehow we touched the souls of the people we’re writing about—

RS: OK, I was briefly a naval officer…



Nobody was anxious to share their personal story because no one believed there was a story to be told. They maintained that the real story was the company and that their personal contribution(s) in founding or leading it was of little importance.

We kept waiting to bump into our first larger-than-life, perfectly coiffed, trumped up caricature of a CEO ready to captivate us with tales of his personal and professional conquests. It never happened and we constantly found ourselves searching for new words to describe the absolute genuineness and self-effacing personalities of the people we encountered.

After each interview, we’d end up discussing the same subject: what was the magic that allowed these companies to be the top revenue performers in the nation? And we always ended up with the same conclusion: the unassuming nature of the people who head these companies is central to the enterprise’s ability to consistently grow revenues. Egos are just not relevant at these companies. The people who lead the businesses get a strong psychic reward from the success of their enterprises and their contributions in guiding them in ways that less successful, less humble, CEOs can only envy.

Humble People Build Humble Cultures

The first requirement of effective leadership is making a realistic assessment of the people and resources being led and determining an agenda for the group. When an enterprise is headed by a cocky, publicity-seeking egoist, the agenda has already been determined, and eventually the company will come to resemble the leader and take on his psychological and physical traits. But when an organization is headed by someone who does not have the need to constantly trumpet his own importance and is of modest pretensions and dimensions, the organization and its agenda will come to look a lot like him.

Each of these organizations takes on its own characteristics and culture, reflective but also independent of the founder/CEO/leader; the culture becomes bigger than any one individual. In our research and interviews, we found that every company that does the best job of consistently growing revenues is at its core a humble organization.

Seven Attributes

During our research we identified seven traits shared by the leaders and the organizations they’d built or led that we deemed noteworthy. Here’s our take on the seven main attributes of humbleness we found at the companies profiled.


Stewardship

Transparency

Accessibility

Low-Key Demeanor

Work Ethic

Stand for Something

No Superficial Distinctions



1. Stewardship

In CEO Robert Silberman’s 2003 letter to Strayer’s shareholders, we found something that best describes the attitudes shared by each of the CEOs toward the enterprise they lead. “I would be remiss,” he wrote “if I didn’t express, on behalf of the entire Strayer management team, how fortunate we consider ourselves. We are truly grateful for the opportunity to be the stewards of your capital in an enterprise which creates so much value, opportunity, and unalloyed joy for our students.”

Each of the people leading the companies we wrote about here sees her role not as a swashbuckling soldier whipping the corporate steed on to new conquests, but as a steward entrusted with the responsibility of carefully and judiciously shepherding and guiding the organization. It’s a responsibility she takes very seriously, much like a religious vow.

When we asked David O’Reilly, former CEO of O’Reilly Automotive, a publicly traded company with more than three thousand six hundred locations, why he has stayed with the company for his entire career, he provided further insight into the minds of these leaders. “First, it’s about responsibility,” he said. “I always feel responsible for the company and everyone in it.”

Good stewards share an attitude about personal wealth and money that is often surprising to people who are cynical about anything having to do with business: it’s simply not about the accumulation of vast personal wealth for the people who head these enterprises.

“It was never about the money,” O’Reilly contends. “Of course we all wanted to earn a good living and take care of our families; that’s simply a result of hard work, but it’s certainly not why we built the company.” He continued the discussion by saying, “My dad, my sister and brothers, and I are very competitive and we wanted to accomplish building an enduring enterprise. We really wanted to make our mark and achieve something. We were driven to be bigger and better than we were the day or year before.”

Another steward of a company who saw money as a secondary benefit was Ron Bailey, former professor and eventual president of Strayer University. When Bailey sold his shares in the university for $200 million, he paid his taxes and began the Bailey Family Foundation, funded with the remaining $150 million. Bailey’s foundation, not surprisingly, is in the business of granting scholarships. As Bailey says, “What the heck else was I going to do with the money? I’d made it in education. The obvious thing to do was give it back.”

Less than 250 miles from the Missouri offices of O’Reilly Automotive are the Illinois headquarters of Dot Foods, the nation’s largest privately owned food redistribution business. Founded by Bob and Dorothy Tracy, using the family station wagon to deliver dried milk products to ice cream factories, the company was headed by CEO Pat Tracy, one of eight children of the founders working for the company during our initial research. A story Tracy told us speaks loudly to the institutional humility of the company.

“Mom and Dad always lived in a small brick house where they raised all their twelve kids,” he says, “and right next door to their house is a modest building we call The Country Store.” Tracy explains that the store sells products nearing their shelf life expiration and those that have been dented or whose outer casing has been damaged. “One day,” he says, “my mother told me, ‘Pat, I used to go next door and buy those half chickens that are perfect for your father and me, but the price has gone up so far that I don’t buy them anymore.’ And she wanted to know why there’d been a price increase.” Tracy explained to her that she owned the store and could well afford to pay the small increase, to which she responded, “Oh no, I couldn’t possibly do that.”

Collectively the leaders and owners of these companies are worth billions of dollars. But we couldn’t find one palatial estate (we went looking); we didn’t witness































	Integrity—All business affairs will be conducted lawfully and with integrity.

	Compliance—Strive for 10,000 percent compliance: 100 percent of us fully complying 100 percent of the time.

	Value Creation—Create long-term value by economic means. Understand, develop, and apply Market Based Management® to get superior results. Eliminate waste.

	Entrepreneurship—Demonstrate the sense of urgency; discipline; accountability; judgment; initiative; economic and critical thinking skills; and risk-taking mentality necessary to generate the greatest contribution to the company.

	Customer Focus—Understand and build relationships with customers to profitably anticipate and satisfy their needs.

	Knowledge—Seek and use the best knowledge in decisions and proactively share your knowledge while embracing a challenge process.

	Change—Embrace change and envision what could be, challenge the status quo, and drive creative destruction.

	Humility—Practice humility and intellectual honesty. Constantly seek to understand and constructively deal with reality to create real value and achieve personal improvement.

	Respect—Treat others with dignity, respect, honesty, and sensitivity and encourage and practice teamwork.

	Fulfillment—Create value and produce results in order to realize our full potential and find true enjoyment in our work.
































	Be a steward.

	Make information available to everyone.

	Be accessible.

	Praise others.

	Love what you do and lead by example.

	Stand for something good and noble.

	Erase superficial distinctions.

	Stay humble.
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