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Introduction 
Tom Peters
A few years back I wrote a book called The Pursuit of Wow.
Well . . . forget that. 
There’s no “wow” here.
That is, this is better than “wow.”
Boss Talk is just that: conversations with an extraordinary set of “bosses.” And what they have to tell us is . . . 
Mundane. (Read: common sense.)
Inspiring. (Read: uncommon sense.)
Hence my Highlights Tape from this remarkable book.
Consider Jack Welch. Arguably, he did better than almost anybody running a business during the last hundred years or so. Yet he tells us that his real secret is . . . no secret at all. Rather, it’s simply an abiding obsession with developing talent (an idea worthy of the best National Football League general manager). Moreover, he insists—despite the astonishing size of GE—that his executives think of themselves as running a grocery store. They’ll instinctively make the correct decisions, he claims, if they focus on the basics of people and customers and service and innovation. Could it be that “simple” (hard, really, if you’ve ever run a grocery store)?
To some extent, yes. That’s the “secret” of this book: a focus on—nay, obsession with—the basics, within the context of the particular enterprise.
Microsoft CEO Steve Ballmer also offers us simplicity itself. He insists that the Big Guy at Big Co. has to proffer a crystal-clear definition of where True North is. The endpoint must also be exciting enough to stir thousands to uncommon effort. “Clear thought” and “leading proposition” are the terms he uses. It’s boss-as-weathervane. Then, the Big Guy must signal the staff about what really matters . . . and thus, by definition, what doesn’t. (As a CEO friend said to me, “Remember, Tom, it’s the ‘To don’ts’ that really matter.” Amen.)
Nice, Steve. (And—the point of all this—such clarity is absent in nine of ten big enterprises.)
While the market has gone bonkers on him, it would be absurd to denigrate the amazing track record that John Chambers has put together at Cisco Systems. Yes, he’s developed a brilliant strategy of acquiring innovation. (Some question it. I’m not one of them. I applaud.) But his secret isn’t “cool acquisitions.” It’s getting mileage out of those acquisitions, in a world where most efforts at combination—small and large—fail, by far, to live up to their potential. Thus, from Brother Chambers we hear about . . . guess what . . . talent. (Welch redux.) In particular, we hear about developing and maintaining an energetic corporate culture in the face of incredible growth—which excites the entrepreneurial sorts Chambers has bought/brought to the party.
Chambers also makes an impassioned plea for putting customers first. It’s like the “talent thing.” That is, putting customers really first in every corporate decision and process—miles and miles beyond typical King Customer lip service. Note: Chambers claims he’s repeatedly amazed that, upon spending time with the senior leadership of big companies, he hears literally nothing, in the space of several hours, directly about the customer. That ain’t Cisco. That ain’t Chambers.
How boring, eh? Not.
While there have been numerous hiccups along the way, Daimler Chrysler CEO Juergen Schrempp has done a better than decent job with a monstrously difficult merger. And he too offers us . . . ho-hum . . . simplicity itself.
Well, it’s simplicity in retrospect—but quite counterintuitive until one gives it a second, and then third, thought. Schrempp claims that he coined the phrase “the danger of a deadly wish for harmony.” That is, he contends that most post-merger marriages fail because everybody tries to “income average,” in effect, to push off the hard decisions and offer hopelessly political compromises. Schrempp also calls these all-important, make-or-break decisions “digital decisions.” That is, one or zero. A clear yes. Or a clear no.
And don’t wobble! Get on with it! He argues persuasively that making a decision and moving forward, and seeing what happens, even if it’s messy, is far better than endless debate followed by mealymouthed compromise. A damn good point, I’d aver.
The Schrempp Doctrine is followed by the thoughts of perhaps the most successful Merger Master of them all in recent times, Sandy Weill, who put together Citicorp and Travelers. Weill tells us—again—that success flows from moving damned fast and then getting on with the next chapter, as opposed to leaving thousands (hundreds of thousands, in his case) in the dark about what’s up. Speedy and decisive decision-making, he claims, is the key to holding on to good people and getting the great mass of individuals focused on the future—rather than allowing them to wallow in the turmoil of bent relationships that inevitably accompany a merger. He also underscores another obvious point, which many others fudge on: Treating the acquired company with the utmost respect is a sine qua non of merger-integration success. 
Then Novartis CEO Daniel Vasella chimes in on the topic of mergers and rapid growth. And what he gives us, in effect, is “ditto Welch.” It’s all about developing the Very Best Talent Pool. (Obvious, yes. But worth repeating. Again, again, and then again. Which so many of these CEOs do.) It’s the talent, stupid! No one ever claims not to be a “people person.” But few can match the obsession—and “obsession” is exactly the right word—of people like Vasella and Welch and Ballmer. An obsession with Talent. Which occupies most of your (very long) days.
Vasella adds, intriguingly, that when you acquire something big, you must immediately figure out how to break it up and, then, create energetic, forward-looking business units that take advantage of overall size while avoiding the sluggishness accompanying the “huge complexities” that invariably attend to huge organizations.
Amen, redux.
And now: more basics. But this time on the topic of brand building. Basics from someone who’s most famous for creating amazing “buzz.” Namely, Tina Brown, currently chairman and editor in chief of Talk magazine (and formerly Turnaround Queen at Vanity Fair and The New Yorker). Brown gives lots of useful tips, but the one that I like best is again worthy of repeating time and time again: There’s no such thing as “buzz” that works . . . unless the product is Seriously Cool. Yes, Brown is a born buzzmeister, but a buzzmeister who first and foremost created one hell of a product—significantly different and more energetic than what she inherited. 
She also reveals a confidence that I suspect is essential to those determined to keep an enterprise, media or nonmedia, perpetually fresh. She insists she’s “easily bored.” While that speaks to freshness, Brown paradoxically also champions consistency: “I have always felt that you should be able to throw a magazine on the floor at any page, and know whose magazine it is.” Whoops! We’ve just been let in on the Great Secret of Brand Power: fresh and familiar at once.
Ms. Brown’s theme is echoed and amplified by Kevin Roberts,the chief executive of Saatchi & Saatchi. The secret of brand building is no secret at all. The advertising man says, in effect: It ain’t about the advertising. It’s about how incredibly exciting the product is and the degree to which it works its long-term emotional appeal on us. For example, he claims that “Apple is the most sensual product since the vibrator.” And he chuckles about how his daughter “almost strokes” her new Volkswagen Beetle. Branding, then, for these two masters, is not skin deep: It’s soul deep.
Michael Dell provides brilliant lessons from the new economy. And simple ones. (Though these require a mighty effort—as do all these “simple” ideas—to execute.) Dell, of course, is the unparalleled Master of the Supply Chain. He’s driven. Obsessed. Driven by his effort to shrink/eliminate “transaction costs” (think of them as friction) throughout the entire Dell system, from supplier to customer. It’s not about “working over the supply chain.” It’s about a complete reconception of a perfectly oiled supply chain—doing the most incredibly complex tasks at, literally, the speed of light. Dell’s newest plant, for instance, turns out twenty thousand custom-engineered computers a day, and yet needs only one hundred square feet of spare-parts storage. (Holy smokes!) Again, in the Michael Dell interview, one is repeatedly struck by the absolute clarity and intensity of his vision. 
Eaton Corp. was founded in 1911 as an axle maker for trucks. Yet Eaton CEO Stephen Hardis has the company rockin’ in the new economy. The secret of his success, above all, flies in the face of one of the relatively new tenets of management wisdom, developed during the last two decades. There can indeed be too much of a good thing, per Hardis. Namely, you can do too much refinement, too much continuous improvement, add too many new features that are exciting to the insider but relatively useless to the customer. Hence his plea that you shouldn’t “have your resources trapped in areas that are inherently zero-sum gains with a very marginal return.” Instead, he argues that one must step boldly into new fields, developing new strengths that allow you to add significant value.
Hardis also emphasizes a theme that Ballmer and several others underscore: keeping oneself fresh. He says he’s blessed by having been a liberal-arts major, and he continues to read and attend a wide variety of events—frequently learning something quirky that leads to a significant strategic breakthrough for his fundamentally conservative company. Hmmmmm.
Amazon founder and CEO Jeff Bezos is another one of those speed fanatics. He insists that the initial product—even the one in the marketplace that the customer sees—doesn’t need to be perfect. It needs to be there. Fast. Now. “I’m often encouraging people to go faster, even if it means a worse initial product,” he says. “I want us to start learning.” Then, using the extraordinary customer feedback rituals that Amazon has pioneered, you do it over and over . . . and then over again . . . until you turn it into something fabulous. 
Sounding Welchian, Bezos also talks at length about the imperative of talent development in a very fast growing company. One intriguing—basic!—point he emphasizes is the ability of an exec to demonstrate how good he or she has been at hiring in the past. “When I’m interviewing a senior job candidate,” he reports, “my biggest worry is how good they are at hiring. I spend at least half the interview on that.”
In this nutty, crazy world—which is only getting nuttier and crazier in so many dimensions—Bezos also underscores, Hardis-like, the need to refresh. (Call it the Busy Person’s Refreshment Imperative.) “It’s easy to let the in-box side of your life overwhelm you,” he says, “so you become a totally reactive person. The only remedy I know of is to set aside some fraction of your time as your own.” Hence Bezos religiously uses Tuesdays and Thursdays as “my proactive days, when I try not to schedule meetings.” Tough to do. Demands incredible discipline. And, if done, a brilliant practice. Theme redux: Simple (in concept). Tough (in practice). 
No CEO has to make bigger bets on the (uncertain) future than Boeing chairman Phil Condit. He provides lots of sage advice, but the centerpiece for me is his strong assertion that “just doing what your competitor does is probably the biggest opportunity to lose money.” As an example, he refers to Douglas and Lockheed, who “both built tri-jets [in the 1960s] to the identical specs, and just beat each other silly.” All I want to do is tell a dozen CEOs I know, “Listen to this guy! Same old same-old is a design for unmitigated disaster.”
Repetition: It’s an author’s no-no. And there’s plenty of it here. Except that repetition is the very strength of this book. On the topic of turnarounds and succession, for example, former Federal-Mogul Corporation chairmanRobert Miller tells us that the secret in tough times is: Tell everybody the truth. (The truth: That’s a hell of an insight. Honored in the breach by 90 percent of turnaround and merger execs, in my experience. Tell the truth. Amen, Brother Miller.) Miller also reinforces the notion that in stressful times, speed matters. A lot. I.e.: Do something. Get moving. Exude a sense of motion and momentum. And then Miller caps it by making a plea almost as strong as John Chambers’s at Cisco Systems for listening to the customers! 
Miller dogma: Rule #1: Play it straight. Rule #2: You need to make decisions. Don’t study things to death. Most of the things that really need to be done will be plainly obvious. Rule #3: Listen to the customer. Your customers are usually more perceptive than you are about what you need to do with your company.
Nice.
What a tough pair of acts to follow. Lee Scott had to follow David Glass, who had to follow Sam Walton. Scott is the CEO of Wal-Mart. He provides numerous insights, but the one I like best is another of those common refrains in this book. “The biggest mistake I made,” he reports, “is not controlling my schedule. I was not prepared for the demands on my time—internally or externally.”
Years ago I penned an article on business strategy—and gained the derision of my quantitatively minded McKinsey colleagues by saying that the single most significant strategic issue facing any leader was the allocation of time. We are how we spend our time. Whether your name is George W. Bush. Or H. Lee Scott.
Amen.
Yes, amen. As I sat glued to my chair—I inhaled this book at one reading—that’s mostly what I kept saying:
“Amen.” 
This book is not about rocket science. It’s about people confronting enormously complex challenges . . . and keeping it simple. And human. Holding themselves to a handful of (in retrospect!) self-evident truths. By telling the truth. Obsessing on talent. Listening to the customer. Acting fast—long before “perfect information” is available. Controlling the calendar. Getting out and about and not becoming trapped by “headquartersitis.” 
Brilliant.
I present one hundred seminars a year. I use PowerPoint slides to punctuate my remarks. After reading this book, I created a single slide to encapsulate what these extraordinary leaders had shared with us readers. It looked like this:
Provide a simple, clear, exciting, and energizing focus. (“Create a ‘cause,’ not a ‘business,’” says strategy guru Gary Hamel.)
Obsess on talent. (Talent is a 24/7 preoccupation for many of the best bosses.)
Speed beats perfection. (Quick decision-making provides the basis for clarity, motivation, and rapid adjustment.)
“Leap” beats limp/“line extension.” (Beware “me too”; i.e., perfecting yesterday—and ignoring the day after tomorrow.)
Brands that matter are sensual. (It ain’t about the advertising—it is about the abiding emotional appeal, of a magazine or a Pentium processor.)
Tell the truth. (Architects of change must maintain their credibility—first and foremost.)
Control your calendar. (It’s all you have. And it never lies about what really counts with the leader: 20 percent of your time on talent? Then you’re not a “talent guy.”)
Get out of the office. (All leaders are under constant threat of losing touch, and being captured by cronies.)
Listen to customers. (The customer knows more about you than you do. Open your ears and your heart to their heartfelt pleas—I just went through this in one of my businesses; it was traumatic, and invaluable.)
Oddly, the events of September 11, 2001, play into these themes. As I’ve said, this book is not about rocket science. And at a time of stress and confusion, clear messages and images have never been more important. Leaders who stir their followers—Welch of GE or Giuliani of NYC—strike basic resonant chords within us. Cases in point: Gandhi. Churchill. Roosevelt. Reagan.
Leadership, it turns out, is excruciatingly complex . . . and excruciatingly simple. And this book makes a truly significant contribution to the often insipid literature of leadership. Moreover, it’s as relevant to a twenty-six-year-old neophyte as it is to a newly appointed CEO of Big Corp.

Part One
Motivating Your Employees


Jack Welch
CHAIRMAN AND CHIEF EXECUTIVE OF GENERAL ELECTRIC CO.
As chairman and chief executive of General Electric Co. for nearly two decades, Jack Welch has reshaped the company through more than six hundred acquisitions and achieved one earnings record after another. Yet he says his most important job—the one he devotes more time to than any other—is motivating and assessing GE’s employees.
“You have to go along with a can of fertilizer in one hand and water in the other and constantly throw both on the flowers,” he says. “If they grow, you have a beautiful garden. If they don’t, you cut them out. That’s what management is all about.”
WSJ: What did you learn about motivating people from your first management job?
WELCH: I had the luxury of starting as the first employee of a new plastics operation at General Electric. When I hired my first person, we were a team of two. I didn’t see myself as a boss but as a peer. The two of us hired a third employee, and then more.
We had all of the things you have in a small start-up. We went to my house for dinner. We met on the weekends. We socialized. We worked Saturdays. We didn’t have any pomp and circumstance, and we didn’t have any memos. It was like the family grocery store, which is what we always called [our business].
I think ideally that is how a company works. It becomes a place of ideas, not a place of position.
WSJ: Is it still a grocery store?
WELCH: As any business matures, it runs into problems of hierarchy. But there is still spirit and a party atmosphere. When you win, you celebrate. We used to have the Hundred-Pound-Order Club. Whenever we got to a hundred pounds, we would ring a bell and stop [the assembly line] and everyone would go bonkers. I see elements of that today in different businesses at GE.
WSJ: Did you have a particular boss who inspired you?
WELCH: In my first sixteen years at GE, I never worked in the same town as my boss, so in some ways I never had a boss. But my first job was in Pittsfield, Mass., and I had a disaster once when a plant blew up. I had to go down to Connecticut to see my bosses and explain what had happened, and they couldn’t have been more supportive and encouraging.
I clearly learned you have to make mistakes. Here I’d blown up a plant and I wasn’t fired. I wasn’t yelled at or even criticized.
WSJ: How did the frustrations you felt as an up-and-comer shape your management style?
WELCH: Initially, I was part of a workplace where the reward system was incredibly level. I was on a small project, like several other GE newcomers. At the end of the year, we all got the exact same thousand-dollar raise. I said, “This isn’t for me, I have to get out of here.” But my boss asked me to stay, and I never had that problem again.
That experience made me aware of what the frustrations can be for others in a large company like GE. You drive into the big parking lot, put your car among rows and rows of other cars, go into the office, and some horse’s ass tells you what to do and how to do it. And this isn’t what you expected out of life. If you don’t get recognized and you have the wrong boss, it can be awful.
WSJ: What do you advise employees to do?
WELCH: I tell people to never allow themselves to become victims in an institution. Because many people end up feeling like victims. They are in the wrong job, or they have plateaued, or they don’t want to rock the boat.
I encourage them to raise their hands, to be seen, to make a statement. I tell them, “If GE can’t be the place where you can get rid of that victim feeling, go somewhere else.” And we try to weed out the managers who make employees feel like victims, the managers who lose staff all the time.
WSJ: How much time do you spend on people issues?
WELCH: At least 50 percent of my time. I’ll show you. [He pulls out a huge notebook filled with charts that rate each professional in one unit.] Here would be the vitality rating. Everyone knows where they are.
1’s are the top 10 percent. These are the top people. 2’s are the next-strongest 15 percent. 3’s are the middle 50 percent. The ones in the middle have a real future. Then 4’s are the caution 15 percent. They can move to the left. 5’s are the least effective 10 percent. We’ve got to get rid of them. We don’t want to see these people again.
On every performance appraisal they are being told you are at 1, 2, 3, 4, or 5. So no one will ever come in with any chance to say, “I was always told I was great. And now you are telling me I am not great.”
WSJ: And your rating affects your chance at stock options, right?
WELCH: All the 1’s will get options. About 90 percent-plus of the 2’s will get options. About half of the 3’s will get options. And the 4’s get no stock options.
See, there’s an option chart in here. Who got options? Who didn’t? Here it says what happens. . . . Are they out? How did you reward these people? Do you want to love and hug these people? Kiss them? Nurture them? Give them everything?
WSJ: What is that like for them? In a sense, they are all up against each other then. Doesn’t that put a lot of stress on them?
WELCH: No. There is plenty of room. See, 3’s are okay. This is not punishing 3’s. This is not at all that. I don’t know if this is more rigorous than other companies. But I think it is our product.
WSJ: In this example, it’s broken down evenly: 10 percent are 1, 15 percent are 2, 50 percent are 3, 15 percent are 4 and 10 percent are 5. Do you always grade on a curve?
WELCH: We demand it of every group. Because every group will fight like hell to say, I have all 1’s. If I get ten people, one is a 1 and one is a 5.
WSJ: How do you know when to cut somebody loose?
WELCH: With the 5’s it is clear as a bell. I think they know it. And you know it. It isn’t even a hard conversation. It is better for everyone. They go on to a new place, a new life, a new start.
The decision is harder with the 4’s. The difference between a 1 and a 3, though, is not that little a jump. It is 10 people. It is 15 people. When you get the top 10 percent performers, their output and energizing impact is overwhelming compared to 4’s.
WSJ: How do you motivate those average employees?
WELCH: By telling them they can get to be 2’s and 1’s, and telling them they are eligible for options. But only the best of them will get options.
WSJ: How many actually get options?
WELCH: We have about 85,000 professionals. And we give options to 10,000 to 12,000 a year—but not always to the same people. So about one third of our people, about 29,000, have gotten
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