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About the Book

There isn’t a magic formula for better leadership. But there is an enduring philosophy behind some of the greatest leaders in business, past and present.

Ajaz Ahmed, CEO of AKQA and co-author of Velocity, shares the stories of the most audacious and accomplished business leaders who inspired him on his journey.
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To my father Khowaj and my mother Sughran, who
gave me a limitless love of learning and liberty.


‘In three words I can sum up everything
I’ve learned about life: it goes on.’

Robert Frost


Introduction:
The business of business

BEFORE IT WAS an interest group or an academic discipline, business was what happened when people came together to offer things they had in exchange for things they wanted or needed.

While we can trace the origins of the modern institutions and conventions of business to particular times and places, its primal essence goes back far beyond recorded history – back to the origins of human society itself. Business came before the idea of money, or the idea of the nation state. Business, in its best and broadest sense, isn’t something you can be ‘pro’ or ‘anti’, because it is as basic and vital a part of civilisation as language, or marriage or ritual.

The English word ‘business’ originally just meant being active and engaged. It was doing something that kept you busy – in the good sense, not in a mindless ‘busywork’ way. ‘Business’ was what the craftsperson did when a commission came in; it was how the farmer harvested enough crops to exchange with a neighbour or a neighbouring village, thereby ensuring his family survived the winter. Business was the adventurous spirit of the ancient peoples who set out in boats to trade shells and spices for the fruits of foreign lands. It’s the very same appetite for adventure – for enthusiastically embarking into the unknown in search of new commodities and new customers – that has distinguished determined leaders and their businesses ever since.

crisis and challenge are encoded into the basic formula of every compelling story. That’s why the lessons we absorb from a story of great leadership linger with us in ways dates and statistics alone can’t.

But the more we have professionalised and theorised about the business of business, the easier we have made it for ourselves to forget these fundamental truths. Since the dawn of capitalism and the advent of the industrial age, we’ve been able to access evermore information, speculation and analysis about what ‘business’ is.

In the past decade, digital technology has multiplied the volume of data and expert discussion we can access beyond all previous imagining. This new information can be massively useful – but only as long as it doesn’t prevent us from being able to draw back and see the bigger picture. Trying to keep up with all the trappings of modern business can sometimes distract our attention from the handful of simple, timeless truths that exist about doing it well.

No limits

THERE ARE FIVE principles to which I believe outstanding businesses – of whatever size, era or market segment – unfailingly return. Considered collectively, these strengths – the impulses to Democratise, Revolutionise, Simplify, Organise and Author – are all defined by a quality I call Limitless. These principles endure precisely because they are not strict instructions about what and what not to do. Instead they are injunctions to keep thinking about how your organisation relates to the people within it and the world beyond it. They are reminders never to rest on fossilised dogmas, never to unquestionably assent to the assumptions of today. That way, you can see the opportunities and interconnections others might be too blinkered to imagine.

Akio Morita knew the feudal Japan he was born into was headed for change after World War II, despite the propaganda efforts of the government. His foresight was crucial to the half-century of unrivalled success enjoyed by Sony, the company he founded. Coco Chanel eschewed the constraints of the corset, the restrictions of fussy fabrics, the mannequin mentality and seasonal gimmickry of the fashion establishment to make clothes that fit women’s lives – rather than the other way – and thereby forged an idea like no other. Henry Ford and Thomas Edison were the tycoons of the industrial age that helped establish America as a nation of full economic participation, making it the richest, most inventive and most productive country on earth. Bill Gates and Steve Jobs, the giants of the digital age, continued this tradition. Gates made his fortune in technology and now presides over the world’s largest private philanthropic enterprise, deploying its vast resources to enhance healthcare and reduce extreme poverty around the world, while also expanding educational opportunities and access to information technology in America. Jobs returned to a disenchanted Apple, catapulting it back into prosperity, while revolutionising several industries and creating history’s most valuable company. At Netflix, Reed Hastings did away with spurious rules and regulations and outflanked better-resourced rivals to establish a fast-moving entertainment brand that soon set the pace for the entire industry.

Risk was inherent and acknowledged in all these ventures, but risk is inherent (and too often ignored) in any business – especially those that doggedly stand still as the world around them changes. When our Limitless heroes faced and embraced the reality of risk, the returns were dizzying. Many of them failed before they succeeded, but, as we will see in the stories that follow, crisis and challenge are encoded into the basic formula of every compelling story. That’s why the lessons we absorb from a story of great leadership linger with us in ways dates and statistics alone can’t.

It wasn’t blind egotism that gave these leaders the assurance to ignore received wisdom and established assumptions about how things had to be done. Their confidence came from their faith in people and in the power of good ideas. They didn’t try to impose rigid ideas on a changing world, but responded to change around them with boundless generosity, optimism and endeavour. The notion of business as a kind of conquest ignores the fact that enduring leadership is about service to your public, not giving them orders. Understood in that context, the pursuit of profit isn’t the be-all and end-all; it’s the indicator that makes you rethink your approach if your public declines to vote with its wallets.

every great company is great because of the way it responds to the one-off context in which it exists.

In many respects, the things that really count are the things we still can’t reduce to accountancy and enumeration. Rather than being a formula about investment and return or profit and loss, being Limitless is about having an expansive outlook on the world. It’s a broad-minded capacity to perceive possibilities beyond those imaginable in your immediate context. Rather than allowing people to cling to the seeming safety of prejudices and presumptions, it obliges them to face the future in a positive and energised way.

Influential leaders in modern business history never let themselves forget this underlying truth. For all their varied experiences, approaches and achievements, the heroes featured in this book never lost sight of the simple qualities that define a better business. That’s why they nurtured organisations and ideas that outlasted all comers. That’s why their examples remain peerless repositories of knowledge, inspiration and wisdom.

people crave ‘proven’ formulas for business success because they want to be indemnified against the possibility of failure and relieved of the burden of thinking for themselves. Smart leaders circumvent this compulsion by reformulating wisdom and insights to inspire new thoughts, rather than slavishly copying pre-existing solutions.

In their different ways, these trailblazers channelled the core principles of good business better than the rest. They reached out to more people than their rivals. They changed the world because they had visions they knew how to share with the rest of us. They looked upon corporate organisation not as an obligation, but an opportunity. They didn’t allow their own cleverness to distract them from the virtues of simplicity.

Statistics date. Stories don’t

AGED 21, I helped to found AKQA. As an all-digital start-up, AKQA embodied everything that’s most celebrated in the entrepreneurial aspirations of today. Since then, we’ve gone from start-up to an enterprise with over 6,000 people across 50 studios around the world. The journey – always educational and often difficult – makes it clear that staying true to our founding ethos is a constant, but immensely satisfying challenge.

In the face of the inevitable growing pains and problems, I found myself turning away from the business quarterlies and the daily news feeds to the tales of the influences, leaders and organisations that inspired me at a time before AKQA and continue to provide perpetual motivation to the present day.

the best leaders have the courage and empathy to help their colleagues, customers and community lead better lives.

The way those legends created companies that survived global upheaval and generational change provided perspective and enlightenment. They provided examples of staying lean and responsive as a business grows and inevitably becomes more elaborate. They offered boundless proof of the merit of having a conversation with as many people as you could, and, time and time again, they demonstrated that the best way to bring about change is to give your all to the present so the public is able to benefit fully from the future you envision.

business isn’t something we do; it’s everything we are.

Fascinating, uplifting and complex, those pioneers gave us unforgettable quotations, stirring speeches and inspirational ideas, but not instruction manuals. They didn’t presume to leave behind how-to guides for future leaders. They knew that every great company is great because of the way it responds to the one-off context in which it exists. They knew that you couldn’t cut and paste a bulletproof business plan or management style guide from another place and time and hope to succeed in yours, because no two situations or environments are the same.

The legacy the pioneers do leave to those hoping to learn from them – the one that unites all their varied achievements – is spectacular market proof of the value of an open, enquiring mind. There’s a reason why it’s called leadership: the moments in which you really earn the name are the ones for which there is no handbook. The moments in which every possible choice is tough and fraught with risk are the ones that make or break you. It’s when life is thrown out of balance – when you face tough competition or the economy is thrown suddenly into recession – these moments of crisis, and the required resilience with which you react to them, become the defining events that shape destinies.

People crave ‘proven’ formulas for business success because they want to be indemnified against of the possibility of failure and relieved of the burden of thinking for themselves. Smart leaders circumvent this compulsion by reformulating wisdom and insights to inspire new thoughts, rather than slavishly copying pre-existing solutions.

The reason a Limitless outlook has endured through numerous generations of belief systems, commercial markets and leaps in scientific understanding is that its adherents have all rejected the unchallenged cultural assumptions of their day. Instead, they heeded their own direct perception and strived to examine the life of things below the surface. They gained their edge not through cynicism or mercenary moves but by being more open to possibility than their peers, by being alert to everything around them and by prizing possibility and promise over established limits and the status quo.

it is through stories, not numbers, that human beings make sense of the world. Stories are what survive of human culture. And the ones that endure do so because each generation is able to find new perspectives and lessons in them. They discover ways to adapt and adopt ancient truths into modern reality.

if we can get a better perspective on our present by learning from the wisdom of the past, we might also catch a glimpse of a whole new Limitless future.

Good leaders don’t inflict their fears and insecurities on others and then rationalise them to make themselves feel better. The best leaders have the courage and empathy to help their colleagues, customers and community lead better lives. They see the humanity in others and therefore deal with people and situations in a compassionate way.

Limitless leaders have a sense of ‘enoughness’ in their personal lives. They focus their energy on making an unlimited contribution to the world’s progress and preservation. They know of the dangers of inequity. They are aware of the limitations of our planet and that the inexhaustible plundering of the earth’s precious irreplaceable resources, if left unchecked, will create environmental catastrophes of the kind that there is no ‘undo’ button. Today’s most progressive leaders understand that the only growth that is healthy and sustainable is the growth of excellence across everything an organisation does.

In Limitless, I’ve gathered the stories and insights of leadership that have meant the most to me. Most of them are true tales of individuals who founded and sustained world-beating businesses, but I’ve also included ideas from the philosophies of the shokunin and the mandala. All of the stories embody those five principles of outstanding businesses.

These ideas celebrated in Limitless are not explicit rules you can learn by heart and apply without thinking – if they were, they would have already gone wrong and rusty. Statistics and rigid strategies can become meaningless with the passage of time. It is through stories, not numbers, that human beings make sense of the world. Stories are what survive of human culture. And the ones that endure do so because each generation is able to find new perspectives and lessons in them. They discover ways to adapt and adopt ancient truths into modern reality.

The five timeless principles endure precisely because – like stories – they aren’t strict instructions about what and what not to do. Instead, they are imperatives to keep thinking about how your company relates to the people within it and the world outside it. They are reminders to remain open to a Limitless future instead of restricting your thoughts according to the established boundaries of today.

The supreme value of story to convey the potential of business has never really been in doubt. I believe that the tales of hundred-year-old companies might contain more wisdom than the newest management fads and their simplistic explanations of success. The true stories of triumph, tribulation, trial and error behind big firms may well provide a better grounding for the day-to-day reality of doing business. Stories that resonate are about human nature, which is why they stand the test of time.

Business isn’t something we do; it’s everything we are. If we choose to embrace that fact rather than bury our heads, the scope we have is without bounds.

Fear eats the soul, but hope nourishes it. Optimism is essential if you’re going to break through accepted barriers. If we can get a better perspective on our present by learning from the wisdom of the past, we might also catch a glimpse of a whole new Limitless future.


Five Principles of Leadership that Endures

Democratise

LIMITLESS LEADERS ARE never the type to settle for being big fish in small ponds. With egalitarian vision and aiming to make a sustained contribution, they give themselves the greatest chance of creating real change by giving to the many what is held by the few.

Revolutionise

THE MOST TRANSFORMATIVE organisations and teams aren’t the ones whose leaders shout the loudest. To oversee a business revolution, you don’t just need a compelling vision of the future; you also require the quiet perceptiveness, adaptability and human awareness to make it a living reality.

Simplify

TO BENEFIT THE most from an ethos of simplicity, you must have a sincere personal belief in its virtues. Limitless leaders believe that the simple will always displace the complex. To make your mark in a world overloaded with complexity and information, you need a clear, concise voice and the fewest steps possible between your idea and its fulfilment.

Organise

CONVENTIONAL WISDOM HOLDS that efficiency and creativity are rival forces, but in truth they’re better handled as two parts of a single dynamic. Relentlessly improving and evolving systems will deliver a continuous stream of excellence as organisations adapt, expand, get resilient and grow. Think of it as superior output through constant adaptation.

Author

EVERYTHING AN ORGANISATION does is part of a narrative, because every aspect of human understanding is shaped by story. If you want to lead your organisation to exceptional feats, you have to embrace and assert your own story, and the responsibilities of authorship.


Democratise

Exclusivity for everyone.

If you want it, why

shouldn’t everybody else?

 

for Optimum Impact, Maximise Reach

IN TIMES ANALOGUE and digital, ancient and modern, richer and poorer, one rudimentary formula has stood Limitless businesses in good stead: the wider the audience you can connect with, the more relevant your organisation is, and the greater your chances of building something that lasts.

It’s a vision of egalitarianism that legendary entrepreneurs have embraced. The fact is that many achieve the most impact by daring to believe they know what other people want simply because, as consumers, they want it too. Richard Branson, for example, has often attributed his motivation for starting his air travel and telecommunications businesses to his personal frustration at suffering the services of what were effectively national monopolies.

He’s far from the only entrepreneur to have founded enduring organisations by setting himself alongside, rather than apart from, the people; to have focused on basic human qualities and customer service in areas where, thanks to market domination and complacent corporate cultures, those things have been forgotten.

the fact is that many achieve the most impact by daring to believe they know what other people want simply because, as consumers, they want it too.

A striking number of Limitless businesses began when an entrepreneur tried something new, and liked it enough to put their faith in the idea that others would like it too. That variously meant i) inventing something new, ii) making an existing product or service better or more widely available and affordable, or iii) seeing a great idea in one territory and then taking it to another. One way or another, the bravest and truest entrepreneurs have almost always been about the extension of access.

Before the business plans, the bank loans and the big time, most of the heroes of this chapter had a long-cherished feeling that other people would love the same things they did. For Henry Ford, it was the horseless carriage, also known as ‘the automobile’. For Margaret Rudkin, it meant baking more of the bread she’d originally devised for her sickly son. For Dietrich Mateschitz, it was an exotic Asian product category that, thanks to his efforts, we all now know as the ‘energy drink’. In the case of Bill Gates, the driver was less personal taste and more a passionate conviction that as many people as possible should have access to a basic necessity of modern life; in his time in business that meant software, and once he became a philanthropist that meant vaccines. If the urge to democratise new things by making them more readily available were not such a driver for businesses, our world would look staggeringly different today.

Because these great democratising entrepreneurs loved the things they’d discovered, they were able to withstand the doubters early on – there were plenty such doubters, and there always will be when untested ideas surface.

When you’re trying something new because you think it’s great, and nobody else seems to get it, a deeply held, passionate belief that other people, lots of people, will get it – one day – is an incomparable asset. It not only gives you strength and solace when you want to throw in the towel but it also obliges you to keep refining your offering and the way you communicate it until you make that big breakthrough.

Today, winning ideas take off and can leap across continents in seconds but it was always true that if just one person knew they were on to something good, the masses would come round eventually. The process may have dramatically accelerated in our digital world, but that doesn’t mean tomorrow’s leaders don’t have plenty to learn from the democratisers who did it first.

one way or another, the bravest and truest entrepreneurs have almost always been about the extension of access.

 

Henry Ford:
For the Great Multitude

WHEN HENRY FORD first asked for a vote to endorse the most influential decision he would ever make, he consulted a constituency of one. Though the loyalty of the masses would be central to his future success, in 1899 Ford wanted to know how his immediate plans would impact upon the person who had most to lose from them: his wife, Clara.

As he told her, it was ‘make or break’ time for his dream. He was 36, and the couple had a young child, Edsel, to think about. But Henry needed Clara to believe in him, and in the potential of his big idea, because he wanted to ditch his secure, prestigious $125-a-month job to try to turn the dream into a reality. People had been talking about the concept of the ‘horseless carriage’ since the invention of the steam engine, but to most ‘experts’ and industrialists, it was as outrageous a pipe dream as the concept of the ‘driverless car’ was to most of us way back in 2010.

Ford had first encountered a gasoline-driven farm engine in his early twenties. After that initial revelation, he painstakingly researched scientific journals on the subject, going on to build his own experimental internal-combustion engines and simple ‘gasoline buggies’ powered by them. He scared the horses and annoyed the pedestrians in his native Detroit with all his engine noise, but in doing so he was also able to drive 1,000 miles in the second buggy he’d built to a new, improved design, before he sold it to a wealthy enthusiast for $2,000. He travelled to New York and visited Macy’s to see the first arrival on American shores of the latest model from a German company called Benz, but Ford was unimpressed by the expensive imported automobile’s weight and complex design, and remained confident that his own research had already eclipsed it.

Ford’s after-hours experiments never stopped, and reports of them had impressed colleagues at the Edison Illuminating Company, where he had been promoted to chief engineer by the mid-1890s. Inevitably, his talent ensured that he soon got to meet the company’s legendary founder. Thomas Edison was impressed by Ford’s experiments with gasoline engines but saw them as merely a ‘charming hobby’. Perhaps understandably, the great inventor was too fixed on his grand plans for electricity – by no means a passing foible – to endorse such a potential distraction for a senior employee. Prototyping something as novel as a gasoline-powered carriage was going to be no small task. Edison countered by offering Ford a promotion to a role that would effectively make him his right-hand man. But the impressive offer came with the caveat that the younger man must commit to ending his investigations with internal-combustion engines.

History came close to witnessing what might have been the first industrial ‘dream team’. But in the end, a Ford–Edison partnership was not to be. In August 1899, with Clara’s crucial vote of confidence, Henry Ford left Edison’s company and immediately attracted partners and financial speculators, all of whom loved his pitch, and he entered the automobile business.

in terms of what made a viable business, Ford saw that there were no eternal rules. Change was the only constant.

However, as is often the case, ‘He who pays the piper calls the tune.’ Ford’s investors appointed him to the position of chief engineer but, with just a small shareholding in the start-up company, he soon became frustrated by his powerlessness. Like Steve Jobs many years later, he wanted the product to be the idea around which the business was engineered, but his investors made decisions strictly on the basis of how much they could make on a sale, and by responding to the moves of their rivals. Ford was horrified at this utterly unimaginative approach because he believed the only thing it guaranteed was long-term failure. At the time, he wrote:

The essence of my idea then is that waste and greed block the delivery of true service. Both waste and greed are unnecessary. Waste is due largely to not understanding what one does, or being careless in doing of it. Greed is merely a species of nearsightedness.

An affordable Ford

SURE ENOUGH THAT first car company soon failed, and by the beginning of 1901, Ford had decided he needed to start again – but this time he’d be doing things his way. He spent the next couple of years working in and around the nascent automobile industry, building his expertise and the profile of his name. The Ford Motor Company was formally established in 1903. That marked the birth of a business legend, and the roots of a philosophy that would soon produce the car in which half of America would learn to drive; the car that, exactly 100 years after Ford left Edison’s employ, was voted ‘Car of the Century’ by a jury of 126 experts from the Global Automotive Elections Foundation: the iconic Model T.

Henry Ford is justly remembered for that car, and not simply because of its pivotal role in establishing the automobile as an accessible everyday item. Beyond any one product, he is celebrated as the father of ‘Fordism’ – the term given to the way his mass-production manufacturing techniques changed consumer expectations and working conditions that sparked what was tantamount to a second industrial revolution. At its core, Fordism provided a template for successful twentieth-century industrial production that would endure for decades.

But Ford was not merely a master engineer. His practical achievements were products of his broader, people-focused philosophy. That’s why his greatest insights are for the ages, and not just for the bygone golden age of the motorcar. He inadvertently helped create the market for one of the twentieth century’s key commodities – oil. Paradoxically, Ford also openly praised the nineteenth-century biofuel pioneers he’d seen burn surplus corn to power their farms. He looked forward to a future when people wouldn’t have to plunder the earth’s finite resources to power their machines. Henry Ford intuitively knew that some unforeseen change would change the transport landscape even more significantly than the Model T.

In terms of what made a viable business, Ford saw that there were no eternal rules. Change was the only constant. As he wrote in My Life and Work:

If to petrify is success, all one has to do is humour the lazy side of the mind, but if to grow is success, then one must wake up anew every morning and keep awake all day. I saw great businesses become but the ghost of a name because someone thought they could be managed just as they were always managed, and though the management may have been most excellent in its day, its excellence consisted in its alertness to its day, and not in slavish following of its yesterdays.

Raising the standard

HOWEVER, FORD’S OWN philosophy and the media face of ‘Fordism’ diverged. In his time, Ford and his pared-down approach to product design were praised as the shining example of twentieth-century organisation.

‘Standardisation’ – whereby simplicity of design and scale of production were combined to create an efficient, economical product – was the key. But Ford usually took the word as an insult: he would frequently point out that his ‘standardised’ process was actually one that was constantly changing thanks to new technologies and practices. (Toyota, today the world’s largest car manufacturer, is famed for its continuous improvement philosophy, known as kaizen – Japanese for ‘good change’.)

Furthermore, Ford felt you could only truly serve the masses if you gave them tools they could use in numerous situations; that any great product must, by definition, be endlessly adaptable, rather than uniform and inflexible. That was why he would often proudly tell the story of one particular Model T engine that spent 15 years on the road under various owners, before being removed from the car to see out its days as a powerful pump which, with the aid of a mule, drew water from the well on a farm in New Mexico.

Ford regarded his cars not so much as standardised but as simple enough to be easy to drive, understand and repair. A Model T would fit the unique lives and needs of millions of very different people precisely because it was such a utilitarian design.

There was another reason Henry Ford insisted on re-defining ‘standardisation’ before he was willing to take credit for inventing the concept: he felt it implied a rigidity of approach, a set and inflexible way of doing things that would soon fracture and shatter when change came round the corner.

‘There is’, Ford wrote, ‘a subtle danger in the man thinking that he is “fixed” for life. It indicates that the next jolt of progress is going to fling him off.’ Like Heraclitus – the Stoic philosopher, famed for his pronouncement that ‘No man ever steps into the same river twice, for it’s not the same river and he’s not the same man’ – Ford believed everything was always in motion. He was committed to no fixed principle, design or energy source for eternity. At his best, Ford’s drive to democratise drove him to embrace whatever changes came his way. That was the secret of his philosophy – the spiritual Tao of Henry Ford that lay behind the material success of his company’s most successful products. As he wrote:

Life, as I see it, is not a location but a journey … Everything is in flux, and was meant to be. Life flows. We may live at the same number of the street, but it is never the same man who lives there.

Like so many of the heroes of this book, Ford’s innate sense of a cosmos
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