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Praise for

50 Business Classics

“Nobody explains the gist of books better than Tom ButlerBowdon, as he demonstrates to great effect in 50 Business Classics. He curates essential wisdom written by leading practitioners, such as Richard Branson, Howard Schultz, and Sheryl Sandberg, the most astute observers (Peter Drucker, Jim Collins, and others), and master storytellers such as Walter Isaacson and Ron Chernow. The revelations about the creation of wealth, the changing nature of work and employment, and the impact of technological advancements are timely, practical, and relevant.”

Bruce Rosenstein, Managing Editor, Leader to Leader; Author, Create Your Future the Peter Drucker Way

“Teaching management, I’m always looking for ways to distil knowledge for the benefit of my students. 50 Business Classics provides an excellent base of management history, mission and goal development, and ethics. Highly recommended as a tool for business and personal growth.”

Lawrence J. Danks, Assistant Professor of Business, Camden County College, New Jersey, author of Your Unfinished Life
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Introduction

1 P. T. Barnum – The Art of Money Getting (1880) 

There are no shortcuts to business success; good character is everything

2 Richard Branson – Losing My Virginity (1998) 

Don’t be afraid to be different. On entering any new field or an industry, aim to shake it up and provide new value

3 Andrew Carnegie – The Gospel of Wealth (1899) 

The wealth creator has a moral obligation to enrich the lives of others in whatever way they can

4 Alfred Chandler – The Visible Hand (1977) 

It is not entrepreneurship but management that has brought the greatest advances in business

5 Ron Chernow – Titan: The Life of John D. Rockefeller, Sr. (1998) 

Society’s interests are best served by giant monopolies which provide quality and lower prices for the consumer

6 Clayton Christensen – The Innovator’s Dilemma (1997) 

Businesses must purposefully engage in “disruptive innovation” if they are to survive and prosper

7 Duncan Clark – Alibaba: The House That Jack Ma Built (2016) 

Don’t be cowed by the big players in your industry. Vision, patience, and agility can see you outpace them

8 Jim Collins – Great by Choice (2011) 

Great companies outperform even in turbulent times

9 W. Edwards Deming – Out of the Crisis (1982) 

Enterprises with an extreme focus on quality, better systems and constant improvement have the edge

10 Peter Drucker – The Effective Executive (1967) 

Effectiveness at work depends on clarity of aims and the desire to contribute

11 Roger Fisher, William Ury & Bruce Patton – Getting To Yes (2011) 

Successful negotiation is based on principles, not pressure

12 Martin Ford – Rise of the Robots (2015) 

Automation and artificial intelligence will change the landscape of work and production forever

13 Michael E. Gerber – The E-Myth Revisited (2001) 

The key to real prosperity in business is to work on your enterprise, not in it

14 Conrad Hilton – Be My Guest (1957) 

Faith in your idea and thinking big are essential to building a great business

15 Ben Horowitz – The Hard Thing About Hard Things (2014) 

Nothing really prepares you for leading an organization and getting it through the inevitable crises

16 Walter Isaacson – Steve Jobs (2011) 

A great vision can require shocking intensity to realize

17 Josh Kaufman – The Personal MBA (2010) 

You don’t have to spend a fortune getting a good business education

18 Guy Kawasaki – The Art of the Start (2004) 

The fundamental purpose in starting any new enterprise is to create meaning

19 John Kay – Obliquity (2010) 

Companies that put profits before mission inevitably falter in the long-term

20 Stuart Kells – Penguin and the Lane Brothers (2015) 

Build an enterprise that uplifts people or opens up knowledge to millions

21 W. Chan Kim & Renée Mauborgne – Blue Ocean Strategy (2005) 

Companies make the mistake of focusing on the competition when they should be focused on creating big leaps in value

22 Phil Knight – Shoe Dog (2016) 

A great businesses can be the result of a personal passion writ large

23 Richard Koch & Greg Lockwood – Simplify (2016) 

It is the radical simplifiers of products and services, rather than the innovators, that win the big prizes in business

24 Terry Leahy – Management in Ten Words (2012) 

Simplicity and clarity are the most powerful advantages in business, but you only arrive at them by being radically customer-centric

25 Patrick Lencioni – The Five Dysfunctions of a Team (2002) 

The best teams trust each other, welcome conflict, are accountable, and focus on results 

26 Marc Levinson – The Box (2006) 

How a simple innovation, the shipping container, transformed world trade

27 Theodore Levitt – Marketing Myopia (1960) 

Truly understand what business you are in, and you have a chance of shaping your future

28 Stanley McChrystal – Team of Teams (2015) 

Transparency of information enables people to make good decisions and creates unity of purpose

29 Douglas McGregor – The Human Side of Enterprise (1960) 

People will naturally want to do their best for an organization if they feel that their higher personal development goals are being met

30 Geoffrey A. Moore – Crossing the Chasm (1991) 

Attracting early adopters to your product does not mean you will capture the mainstream market

31 Tom Rath & Barry Conchie – Strengths Based Leadership (2008) 

Maximizing your strengths, not trying to correct for your weaknesses, is the key to work success

32 Al Ries & Jack Trout – Positioning (1981) 

Successful companies don’t simply sell products, they occupy very specific spaces in people’s minds

33 Eric Ries – The Lean Startup (2011) 

A lack of resources can be a boon in creating new enterprises, with experimentation and analysis replacing grand strategy and capital

34 Sheryl Sandberg – Lean In (2013) 

More women at the top is not just good for its own sake, companies will only succeed if they are properly representative of half of their market

35 Eric Schmidt & Jonathan Rosenberg – How Google Works (2015) 

Only by creating a culture of learning and innovation will you attract the right people to your enterprise

36 Alice Schroeder – The Snowball: Warren Buffett and the Business of Life (2008) 

Time, discipline, and focus are the most important ingredients in building a fortune

37 Howard Schultz – Pour Your Heart Into It (1997) 

Huge enterprises can be built by giving people a small moment of joy in their day

38 Peter Senge – The Fifth Discipline (1990) 

Great companies are communities in which there is a genuine commitment to every member’s potential being realized

39 Simon Sinek – Start With Why (2009) 

Average companies are focused on “what” they produce. Great business leaders inspire people to take action by galvanizing them behind a compelling reason, a “why”

40 Seema Singh – Mythbreaker: Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw and the Story of Indian Biotech (2016) 

Advanced industries can emerge in unlikely environments

41 Alfred P. Sloan – My Years with General Motors (1963) 

A new breed of huge corporation required a different kind of management

42 Brad Stone – The Everything Store: Jeff Bezos and the Age of Amazon (2013) 

Relentless innovation to please the customer and a very long-term view created a dominant online retailer

43 Matthew Syed – Black Box Thinking (2015) 

Willingness to fail frequently, while absorbing the lessons of failure and making constant adjustments, is the way to business success

44 Frederick Winslow Taylor – The Principles of Scientific Management (1911)

Dramatic increases in productivity benefit capital and labor alike

45 Peter Thiel – Zero To One (2014) 

To grow faster, the world needs transformative technology and business models 

46 Robert Townsend – Up the Organization (1970) 

People are most motivated and successful at work when they are left to do their thing and treated as human beings

47 Donald Trump – The Art of the Deal (1987) 

To succeed in business, balance boldness and promotion with patience, caution and flexibility

48 Ashlee Vance – Elon Musk (2015) 

The visionary entrepreneur should not just create a business but shape the future

49 Jack Welch – Jack: Straight from the Gut (2001) 

Never underestimate how far you can go by just being yourself

50 James P. Womack, Daniel T. Jones & Daniel Roos – The Machine that Changed the World (1990) 

New practices in manufacturing and management have saved vast resources and brought higher quality goods
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Introduction


“People always overestimate how complex business is. This isn’t rocket science—we’ve chosen one of the world’s most simple professions.”

Jack Welch, former head of General Electric 



50 Business Classics is a mix of intriguing theories, real-life examples, and salutary stories aimed at getting you thinking more deeply about business. From genuine historical classics that still carry meaning, to the best of recent writings, the aim is to pick out the most important ideas that can help you come up with a worthy idea, turn it into a business, and strategize your way to success.

Most business books contain only one or two major ideas; the rest of the pages simply fill out the argument with illustrations and examples. On the assumption that a single idea remembered is more powerful than a set of concepts and examples stored somewhere in your notebook or computer, I have tried to cut through the texts and capture the essence for you. Writing about expensive business degrees such as MBAs, the marketing thinker Seth Godin once wrote, “it’s hard for me to understand why this is a better use of time and money than actual experience combined with a dedicated reading of 30 or 40 books.” 50 Business Classics does not claim to be an alternative to doing a comprehensive course of business study, but it may save you a lot of time trawling through many of the texts you feel you should have read, but haven’t. Business may not be rocket science, but it is full of ideas, any one of which could transform how you do things or help you discover the next big thing. This book is a shortcut to those ideas.

Is business an art, a science, a discipline, or a practice? When, in the early twentieth century, business schools started springing up, and management emerged as a field of study in its own right, many claims were made that it could be “scientific.” And yet, business did not become a science, or even a social science. One reason is that the main unit of analysis, the company, comes in billions of different shapes, sizes, and flavors, and with different people involved, so it is a bit of a stretch to generalize “laws” from one business to the next. Another is that companies exist in markets which are constantly changing: no sooner do you get a picture of what that market looks like than it is disrupted, disappears, or bifurcates into more specialized fields. Just as economists have found when looking at economies, anything that rides on human expectations and motivations is hard to pin down and properly analyze. Business is no different.

Though it can never be a proper science, business is at the same time something more than an art. “Practice” is the best word. There are some insights, practices, and ways of thinking which do seem to hold true across companies and markets, and it has been through the business literature that they have been identified and disseminated. A good business book is one that provides new ideas for how things can be done, using examples of successful execution that you can apply to your own organization. A great business book not only does this, but also fires the imagination, promising some kind of leap forward or breakthrough. The business book genre has sometimes been accused of being too inspirational, with not enough statistical foundation, but sometimes a bit of motivation is all we need to kick off some new enterprise which might change the world in some way, making people’s lives easier, more productive, or more beautiful. Such noble intentions can make business a vocation as much as a career, because in striving to provide something of value we transform ourselves in the process. 

A quick tour of the literature

The titles covered in this volume can be grouped according to three broad themes: 

• Entrepreneurship & Innovation

• Management, Leadership & Effectivenesss

• Strategy & Marketing 

Entrepreneurship & Innovation

Richard Branson   Losing My Virginity

Ron Chernow   Titan: The Life of John D. Rockefeller Sr.

Duncan Clark   Alibaba: The House That Jack Ma Built

Martin Ford   Rise of the Robots

Michael E. Gerber   The E-Myth Revisited

Conrad Hilton   Be My Guest

Ben Horowitz   The Hard Thing About Hard Things

Walter Isaacson   Steve Jobs

Guy Kawasaki   The Art of the Start

Stuart Kells   Penguin and the Lane Brothers

Phil Knight   Shoe Dog

Marc Levinson   The Box

Eric Ries   The Lean Startup

Howard Schultz   Pour Your Heart Into It

Seema Singh   Mythbreaker

Brad Stone   The Everything Store

Peter Thiel   Zero To One

Donald Trump   The Art of the Deal

Ashlee Vance   Elon Musk

The “origin stories” of businesses—accounts of the early days of significant companies such as Virgin, Apple, Penguin, Tesla, Nike, Starbucks, Amazon, and Alibaba—may not be scientific, but they are often very inspiring. It is easy to look at a large corporation or chain of restaurants or hotels, or a successful online platform, and see its rise as having been inevitable. Usually it was anything but, and only unscientific grit, passion, luck, and faith pushed people forward after the initial enthusiasm, through frequent troubles, to achieve something they still believed in. One only has to read the stories of Nike’s Phil Knight, Alibaba’s Jack Ma, and Starbucks’ Howard Schultz to appreciate what a white-knuckle ride business can be, even after a brand has become known. As venture capitalist Ben Horowitz points out in The Hard Thing About Hard Things, the world is full of good business ideas, but it is execution that ultimately matters. No one can understand what it is like to run a company until they are in that position, and his book looks at the psychological costs of leadership that few talk about.

Often it is only the size of the initial vision that keeps an entrepreneur going. In Losing My Virginity, Richard Branson notes how he has never gone into a business purely to make money; it has to change the way things are done in some way, and it has to be fun. Ashlee Vance’s biography of Elon Musk reveals a person driven to change the world through electric cars and affordable space travel. As a character, Musk is uncannily like the late Steve Jobs in his intense demands on people to achieve almost impossible things. Both truly fit the description “visionary” in terms of their ability to shape the future and build entirely new products and even industries, not just reacting to what the rest of their peers are doing. Indeed, in Zero To One, PayPal founder and venture capitalist Peter Thiel bemoans what he sees as a trend away from vision and toward incrementalism or tinkering. What the world really needs is transformative products and whole new industries that can solve some of the biggest problems. Ironically, this can be achieved with seemingly mundane inventions. In The Box, Marc Levinson tells how the invention of the shipping container had a huge impact on world trade, eliminating wastefulness in ports and linking up global supply chains as never before. 

John D. Rockefeller’s relentless push to dominate the oil industry has often been painted as an exercise in greed, but his efforts to standardize oil quality, making it safer and more uniform, paved the way for the automobile age. Neither should we lessen the achievements of retail innovators such as Amazon’s Jeff Bezos. Amazon’s masterstroke of having millions of user ratings of products helped make buying decisions more objective, while reducing prices and making purchasing safe. Jack Ma’s Taobao and Tmall websites have done a similar thing for Chinese retail, which until Alibaba was characterized by an unappetizing combination of state-owned department stores, small shops, and street markets. 

The raison d’être of every entrepreneur and innovator is surely to lift up humanity in some way while making a profit. There are few better examples than the Lane brothers’ leap of faith to launch, in 1935, a new “Penguin” book series of top-flight writing at a tiny price. Suddenly, people on low incomes could afford to educate and elevate themselves, and for their part, the Lanes were able to get rich and create one of the first global media businesses. 

If you are able to begin a new enterprise, you can save yourself a lot of wasted resources by reading great start-up books. Guy Kawasaki’s The Art of the Start remains popular, as does Michael E. Gerber’s reminder in The E-Myth Revisited to avoid getting overwhelmed by the nitty-gritty of running a business. Finally, Eric Ries’ The Lean Startup articulates the incremental, iterative approach to innovation, which provides a reality check on ego-driven ideas that look good on paper but won’t fly in reality. As all great entrepreneurs know, business success comes from a curious mix of blue sky thinking and a love of feedback and data.

Management & Leadership

P. T. Barnum   The Art of Money-Getting

Andrew Carnegie   The Gospel of Wealth

Alfred Chandler   The Visible Hand

W. Edwards Deming   Out of the Crisis

Peter Drucker   The Effective Executive

Roger Fisher, William Ury & Bruce Patton   Getting To Yes

Josh Kaufman   The Personal MBA

Terry Leahy   Management in Ten Words

Patrick Lencioni   The Five Dysfunctions of a Team

Stanley McChrystal   Team of Teams

Douglas McGregor   The Human Side of Enterprise

Tom Rath & Barry Conchie   Strengths Based Leadership

Sheryl Sandberg   Lean In

Eric Schmidt & Jonathan Rosenberg   How Google Works

Alice Schroeder   The Snowball

Peter Senge   The Fifth Discipline

Alfred P. Sloan   My Years with General Motors

Matthew Syed   Black Box Thinking

Frederick Winslow Taylor   The Principles of Scientific Management

Robert Townsend   Up the Organization

Jack Welch   Jack: Straight from the Gut

James P. Womack, Daniel T. Jones & Daniel Roos   The Machine that Changed the World

“Management” was only really invented in the early twentieth century, in France with the writings of mining engineer Henri Fayol and in the United States with Frederick Winslow Taylor’s The Principles of Scientific Management. Taylor worked as a machinist in a steel plant, and saw at first hand the rank inefficiencies involved in the “craftsman” way of turning out goods. By standardizing every step of the manufacture of a good, it could be turned out a lot quicker and with higher quality. The massive efficiencies that Taylor unleashed enabled the modern world of cheap, mass-produced goods, of which Henry Ford’s factories were a great example. 

Once mass production became ubiquitous, what separated one firm from another, and one country from another, was the quality of the output. W. Edwards Deming studied systems of quality control and gave his insights to Japanese manufacturers at a time when American makers weren’t interested. The story of the rise of Japan’s quality-obsessed companies, which evolved the “lean” ethos and “just in time” methods made famous by Toyota, is well told in Womack et al.’s The Machine that Changed the World.

In a capitalism, it is accepted that the “invisible hand” of the market is what drives demand. Alfred Chandler argued instead that it is the visible hand of managerialism in the form of the modern industrial enterprise, with its legions of professional managers, that actually coordinates the activities of the economy and allocates its resources. There was no better example of this than General Motors, and Alfred Sloan’s influential account of his three decades at its helm is an insight into how a huge corporation can stay responsive to changes in consumer tastes and needs. 

The hierarchical, command-and-control management system of big companies was challenged in Douglas McGregor’s path-breaking The Human Side of Enterprise, which argued that employees would perform better, and be more fulfilled, if they were given more autonomy and responsibility. “Theory Y” companies understood that people were not just motivated by money, but by the desire for personal development and contribution. As Peter Senge writes in The Fifth Discipline, great companies are communities in which there is a genuine commitment to every member’s potential being realized. Bob Townsend’s success running Avis, he claimed, was due to following McGregor’s principles, and McGregor’s emphasis on teamwork is still being played out today. In the US military’s efforts in Iraq, General Stanley McChrystal found that only a radical sharing of information and devolved power could create a force capable of defeating Al-Qaeda. 

The goal of management, of an organization and of one’s self, is effectiveness. Peter Drucker’s The Effective Executive reminded us that an executive is paid not to “put out fires,” but to make a few really important decisions that help define the organization and its purpose. The true executive is always more strategic than reactive. The executive must also work to their strengths, rather than trying to correct their weaknesses, which is a theme taken up more recently in Rath and Conchie’s Strengths Based Leadership. The Gallup researchers tell us that leadership is an inevitability when people turbocharge their existing talents.

No organization can be truly effective, Sheryl Sandberg argues in Lean In, if it does not purposefully try to represent the population at large: if you don’t, you end up with a one-dimensional workplace that is not fit to create products and services that cater to 100 percent of the population. Addressing a conference, Bill Gates was asked his best tip for business success. For a start, he said, you will never achieve your economic potential if one half of the population—the female half—with all its brains, talents, and different points of view, is cut out of the workforce.

If you can build a great business, then its effects can be greater and more long-lasting than you ever imagined. If you succeed financially, the mind naturally turns to the legacy you want to leave, your wider impact. The person who dies rich, as Andrew Carnegie put it, “dies disgraced.” Carnegie’s wealth funded hundreds of libraries and a foundation for peace. Warren Buffett’s money will join together with the fortune of Bill Gates to help eradicate preventable diseases. Businesses do not exist within a vacuum, but are part of society. When we succeed, we show gratitude and give back to the community whose existence made it possible. 

Strategy & Marketing

Clayton Christensen   The Innovator’s Dilemma

Jim Collins   Great by Choice

John Kay   Obliquity

W. Chan Kim & Renée Mauborgne   Blue Ocean Strategy

Richard Koch & Greg Lockwood   Simplify

Theodore Levitt   Marketing Myopia

Geoffrey A. Moore   Crossing the Chasm

Al Ries & Jack Trout Positioning

Simon Sinek   Start With Why

Strategy has its roots in warfare, but became applicable to the business world as companies grew larger and more complex, and had to make important choices about where to devote their resources. Strategy, in essence, is focus—becoming clear on the markets and avenues that you won’t pursue, so that all your capabilities and intellectual fire power can be thrown at what you have identified as your company’s strength. The great advantage of strategic focus is that it helps you to avoid competition. As Kim and Mauborgne argue in the strategy blockbuster Blue Ocean Strategy, the aim is to create a product or service that is so differentiated it creates a new category and “owns” that market. 

In a similar vein, Richard Koch and Greg Lockwood’s Simplify: How the Best Businesses in the World Succeed, argues that the great success stories in business, from Ford to Ikea to Google, were ones of radical simplification of price or product. Products that are suddenly made much cheaper than the competition, or which are much easier to use or a lot more advanced, sweep the market. Smart companies, to avoid being stuck in a mushy middle, choose one or the other. Michael Porter’s Competitive Strategy (1980) argued that firms should choose either between cost leadership of product differentiation, but Simplify contains a myriad of contemporary examples, from Airbnb to Uber to Facebook, that make these concepts come alive for today’s reader. 

The challenge of getting strategy right is wonderfully expressed in Clayton Christensen’s The Innovator’s Dilemma, which shows how established companies can become a victim of their own success. They need to keep generating revenue from profitable products in order to cover all their fixed costs and make a profit, but in doing so they can fail to spot emerging technologies that at the start appear to have little commercial value. Smaller firms, because they have little to lose, start selling a basic version of the technology to a limited market, but as their product gets more advanced, the firm dominates the niche market, which grows and grows. By this time, it may be too late for the established players to make a name for themselves. 

However, as Jim Collins observes in Great by Choice, many companies, from Intel to Genentech, have only become great through a combination of being open to the new and innovative, yet also being uncommonly disciplined when it comes to being able to deliver and sticking to financial targets. In achieving such a balancing act, it is crucial to be crystal clear on what your organization stands for. Simon Sinek’s Start With Why provides inspiration for companies that have lost their way, and is must reading if you are in the process of starting one. 

There is often a fine line between strategy and marketing, and in fact Al Ries and Jack Trout’s seminal Positioning led to a new field of “strategic marketing,” which helps firms attain clarity on how to position themselves, or a product or service, within a market. As the public will quickly equate your offering with an idea (e.g. Volvo = safety), awareness of this allows you to build marketing perceptions into the creation of a product from the start. Making a product without fully understanding its likely positioning in people’s minds does not give marketing its due place within strategy. 

Finally, British economist John Kay’s Obliquity provides an original take on business strategy by noting that it is companies which do not put profits or shareholders first that tend to do best. The reason is that, when they have some great mission, it galvanizes and inspires all involved to achieve it, and the buying public appreciates the authenticity too. We can see right through organizations that exist only for themselves, feeling little responsibility for employees or the wider world.


About the list

Perhaps half the books on the main list can be classed as undeniable classics; other selections are more subjective choices that are underrated and deserve to be more widely read, or that articulate some important business idea extremely well. Equally, in considering the selections I was careful not to include books simply because they were known as “classics.” The definition of a classic is surely something that remains relevant despite its age, and the business landscape is constantly changing. 

John Brooks’ Business Adventures, for instance, despite being recommended by Bill Gates and Warren Buffett, is a collection of journalistic stories of events in American business and finance in the 1960s that I did not find particularly relevant for today. Tom Peters’ and Robert Waterman’s In Search of Excellence, though a breakthrough business book in its time, uses examples of companies that either no longer exist or have totally changed in the ensuing period. If there was a recent edition, with updated examples, it would be included. Having said that, at the end of the book you will find an additional list of “50 More Classics,” divided into the same categories outlined above, that includes these titles and more. 

Final word

I hope this volume achieves its purpose of helping you discover business ideas, texts, and people you didn’t know about before. It is said that “A little knowledge is a bad thing.” This may be true for people who are happy with a little, but for most of us a taste of knowledge leaves us wanting more. Enjoy these commentaries, but don’t hesitate to read the complete books which are discussed here. There is no substitute for having a physical book on your desk, or by your bedside, to remind you of its message.

Related books

As businesses operate within economies, it makes sense to educate yourself to a basic level about economics and capitalism. 50 Economics Classics (2016) may help you toward that end.

50 Business Classics touches on the personal development side of business success, but if you would like to go deeper into this area you may enjoy 50 Success Classics (2nd edition, 2017).

Reader bonus

As a thank-you for buying the book, allow me to send you two free commentaries. The first is on a standout title on effectiveness: Deep Work: Rules for Focused Success in a Distracted World (2016), by computer science professor and productivity expert Cal Newport; the second is on Katherine Graham’s classic autobiography, Personal History (1998). Graham, played by Meryl Streep in the Spielberg film The Post (2017), was the first female editor of a major American newspaper. Just send an email to tombutlerbowdon@gmail.com with “Business Bonus” in the title bar and you’ll be sent the bonus chapters. 




1880

The Art of Money Getting

“The foundation of success in life is good health: that is the substratum of fortune; it is also the basis of happiness. A person cannot accumulate a fortune very well when he is sick.”

“We are all, no doubt, born for a wise purpose. There is as much diversity in our brains as in our countenances. Some are born natural mechanics, while some have great aversion to machinery … Unless a man enters upon the vocation intended for him by nature, and best suited to his peculiar genius, he cannot succeed.”

“The possession of a perfect knowledge of your business is an absolute necessity in order to insure success.”


In a nutshell

There are no shortcuts to wealth, aside from right vocation, good character, and perseverance—and don’t forget to advertise.

In a similar vein

Andrew Carnegie The Gospel of Wealth

Ron Chernow Titan: The Life of John D. Rockefeller Sr.


1998

Losing My Virginity

“You’re trying to create something that is original, that stands out from the crowd, that will last and, hopefully, serve some useful purpose. Above all, you want to create something you are proud of. That has always been my philosophy of business. I can honestly say that I have never gone into any business to make money.”

“I may be a businessman, in that I set up and run companies for profit, but, when I try to plan ahead and dream up new products and new companies, I’m an idealist.”

In a nutshell

Don’t be afraid to be different. On entering any new field or an industry, aim to really shake it up and provide new value. 

In a similar vein

Duncan Clark Alibaba: The House That Jack Ma Built

Conrad Hilton Be My Guest

Howard Schulz Pour Your Heart Into It

Ashlee Vance Elon Musk


1899

The Gospel of Wealth

“This, then, is held to be the duty of the man of Wealth: First, to set an example of modest, unostentatious living, shunning display or arrogance; to provide moderately for the legitimate wants of those dependent upon him; and after doing so to consider all the surplus revenues which come to him simply as trust funds, which he is called upon to administer … in the manner which, in his judgment, is best calculated to produce the most beneficial results for the community … doing for them better than they would or could do for themselves.”

“The man who dies rich thus dies disgraced.”


In a nutshell

The wealth creator has a moral obligation to enrich the lives of others in whatever way they can.

In a similar vein

P. T. Barnum The Art of Money Getting

Ron Chernow Titan: The Life of John D. Rockefeller Sr.


1977

The Visible Hand

“Historians as well as economists have failed to consider the implications of the rise of modern business enterprise. They have studied the entrepreneurs who created modern business enterprise, but more in moral than in analytical terms. Their concerns has been more whether they were exploiters (robber barons) or creators (industrial statesmen). Historians have also been fascinated by the financiers who for brief periods allocated funds to transportation, communication, and some industrial enterprises and so appeared to have control over major sectors of the economy. But they have paid almost no notice at all to the managers who, because they carried out a basic new economic function, continued to play a far more central role in the operations of the American economy than did the robber barons, industrial statesmen, or financiers.”


In a nutshell

Our civilization is as much managerial as it is capitalist.

In a similar vein

Ron Chernow Titan: The Life of John D. Rockefeller Sr.

Alfred P. Sloan My Years with General Motors

Frederick Winslow Taylor The Principles of Scientific Management


1998

Titan: The Life of John D. Rockefeller Sr.

“As always, the greater the tumult, the cooler Rockefeller became, and a strange calm settled over him when his colleagues were most disconcerted … Like all revolutionaries, he saw himself as an instrument of a higher purpose, endowed with a visionary faith. He knew his actions would at first be resisted and misunderstood by the myopic crowd, but he believed that the force and truth of his ideas would triumph in the end.”

“Something in the nature of J. D. Rockefeller had to occur in America, and it is all to the good of the world that he was tight-lipped, consistent and amazingly free from vulgar vanity, sensuality, and quarrelsomeness. His cold persistence and ruthlessness arouse something like horror, but for all that he was a forward-moving force, a constructive power.”

H. G. Wells, The Work, Wealth and Happiness of Mankind

In a nutshell

Society’s interests are best served by giant monopolies which provide quality and lower prices for the consumer.

In a similar vein

Andrew Carnegie The Gospel of Wealth

Alfred Chandler The Visible Hand

Walter Isaacson Steve Jobs

Peter Thiel Zero To One

Ashlee Vance Elon Musk


1997

The Innovator’s Dilemma

“In their efforts to stay ahead by developing competitively superior products, many companies don’t realize the speed at which they are moving up-market, over-satisfying the needs of their original customers as they race the competition toward higher-performance, higher-margin markets. In doing so, they create a vacuum at lower price points into which competitors employing disruptive technologies can enter.”

“Companies whose investment processes demand quantification of market sizes and financial returns before they can enter a market get paralyzed or make serious mistakes when face with disruptive technologies. They demand market data when none exists and make judgments based on financial projections when neither revenues or costs can, in fact, be known.”


In a nutshell

Bigger companies can fall into a trap in which it only makes sense to serve existing customers; but new customers and technologies are where the growth is.

In a similar vein

Jim Collins Great by Choice

Ben Horowitz The Hard Thing About Hard Things

Walter Isaacson Steve Jobs

Kim & Renée Mauborgne Blue Ocean Strategy

Geoffrey A. Moore Crossing the Chasm


2016

Alibaba: The House That Jack Ma Built

“Jack’s fame stems from the story of how a Chinese company somehow got the better of Silicon Valley, an East beats West tale worthy of a Jin Yong novel. His continued success, though, is becoming a story of South versus North—of a company with roots in the entrepreneurial heartland of southern China testing the limits of the country’s political masters in Beijing.” 

“More than 10 percent of retail purchases in China are made online, higher than the 7 percent in the States. Jack has likened e-commerce to a ‘dessert’ in the United States, whereas in China it is the ‘main course.’ Why? Shopping in China was never a pleasurable experience. Until the arrival of multinational companies … there were very few retailing chains or shopping malls. Most domestic retailers started as state-owned enterprises (SOEs). With access to a ready supply of financing, provided by local governments or state-owned banks, they tended to view shoppers as a mere inconvenience.” 


In a nutshell

Don’t be cowed by the big players in your industry, or the people with top credentials. The main ingredients in business success are vision, patience, and agility. 

In a similar vein

Walter Isaacson Steve Jobs 

Brad Stone The Everything Store

Ashlee Vance Elon Musk


2011

Great by Choice

“Our work began with the premise that most of what we face lies beyond our control, that life is uncertain and the future unknown … But if one company becomes great while another in similar circumstances and with comparable luck does not, the root cause of why one becomes great and the other does not simply cannot be circumstance or luck.” 

“The greatest leaders we’ve studied throughout all our research cared as much about values as victory, as much about purpose as profit, as much about being useful as being successful. Their drive and standards are ultimately internal, rising from somewhere deep inside.” 

“The best leaders we studied did not have a visionary ability to predict the future … They were not more risk taking, more bold, more visionary, and more creative than the comparisons. They were more disciplined, more empirical, and more paranoid.” 

“Innovation by itself turns out not to be the trump card we expected; more important is the ability to scale innovation, to blend creativity with discipline.” 


In a nutshell

The measure of a company is not how much it can expand in good times, but whether it is able to withstand downturns and crises and carve out a long-term future. 

In a similar vein

Clayton Christensen The Innovator’s Dilemma

John Kay Obliquity

Eric Ries The Lean Startup


1982

Out of the Crisis

“Performance of management should be measured by potential to stay in business, to protect investment, to ensure future dividends and jobs through improvement of product and service for the future, not by the quarterly dividend.” 

“The supposition is prevalent the world over that there would be no problems in production or in service if only our production workers would do their jobs in the way that they were taught. Pleasant dreams. The workers are handicapped by the system, and the system belongs to management.” 

“You can install a new desk, or a new carpet, or a new dean, but not quality control. Anyone that proposes to ‘install quality control’ unfortunately has little knowledge about quality control. Improvement of quality and productivity, to be successful in any company, must be a learning process, year by year, top management leading the whole company.” 


In a nutshell

Quality is not the result of an individual worker, but must be part of a system. 

In a similar vein

Alfred Chandler The Visible Hand

Jim Collins Great by Choice

Peter Senge The Fifth Discipline

Frederick Taylor The Principles of Scientific Management

James P. Womack, Daniel T. Jones & Daniel Roos The Machine that Changed the World


1967

The Effective Executive

“If the executive lets the flow of events determine what he does, what he works on and what he takes seriously, he will fritter himself away operating. He may be an excellent man. But he is certain to waste his knowledge and ability and to throw away what little effectiveness he might have achieved. What the executive needs are criteria which enable him to work on the truly important, that is on contribution and results, even though the criteria are not found in the flow of events.” 

“Executives who do not ask themselves: ‘What can I contribute?’ are not only likely to aim too low, they are likely to aim at the wrong things. Above all, they may define their contribution too narrowly.” 


In a nutshell

No one is born effective, just as no one is born a leader. Effectiveness depends on clarity of aims and the desire to contribute.

In a similar vein

Alfred Chandler The Visible Hand

Douglas McGregor The Human Side of Enterprise

Tom Rath & Barry Conchie Strengths Based Leadership

Peter Senge The Fifth Discipline

Robert Townsend Up the Organization


2011

Getting To Yes

“In short, the approach is to commit yourself to reaching a solution based on principle, not pressure. Concentrate on the merits of the problem, not the mettle of the parties. Be open to reason, but opposed to threats … The more you bring standards of fairness, efficiency, or scientific merit to bear on your particular problem, the more likely you are to produce a final package that is wise and fair

“A good negotiator rarely makes an important decision on the spot. The psychological pressure to be nice and to give in is too great. A little time and distance help disentangle the people from the problem.” 

“Few things facilitate a decision as much as precedent. Search for it. Look for a decision or statement that the other side may have made in a similar situation, and try to base a proposed agreement on it. This provides an objective standard for your request and makes it easier for them to go along.” 

“People think of negotiating power as being determined by resources like wealth, political connections, physical strength, friends, and military might. In fact, the relative negotiating power of two parties depends primarily upon how attractive to each is the option of not reaching agreement.” 


In a nutshell

The best negotiators focus on principles, not attempts to manipulate. 

In a similar vein

Peter Drucker The Effective Executive

Patrick Lencioni The Five Dysfunctions of a Team


2015

Rise of the Robots

“In Silicon Valley the phrase ‘disruptive technology’ is tossed around on a casual basis. No one doubts that technology has the power to devastate entire industries and upend specific sectors of the economy and jobs market. The question I will ask in this book is bigger: Can accelerating technology disrupt our entire system to the point where a fundamental restructuring may be required if prosperity is to continue?” 

“So if automation eliminates a substantial fraction of the jobs the consumers rely on, or if wages are driven so low that very few people have significant discretionary income, then it is difficult to see how a modern mass-market economy could continue to thrive. Nearly all the major industries that form the backbones of Western economies (cars, financial services, consumer electronics, telecommunications services, healthcare, etc.) are geared toward markets consisting of millions of potential customers.” 


In a nutshell

Artificial intelligence and automation, as well as providing business possibilities, will transform the economic and political landscape.

In a similar vein

Frederick Winslow Taylor The Principles of Scientific Management

James P. Womack, Daniel T. Jones & Daniel Roos The Machine that Changed the World


2001 

The E-Myth Revisited

“I don’t believe your business to be the first order of business on our agenda. You are.” 

“Human beings are capable of performing extraordinary acts. Capable of going to the moon. Capable of creating the computer. Capable of building a bomb that can destroy us all. The least we should be able to do is run a small business that works.” 

“A business that looks orderly says that while the world may not work, some things can.” 


In a nutshell

The key to real prosperity in business is to work on your enterprise, not in it.

In a similar vein

Guy Kawasaki The Art of the Start

Eric Ries The Lean Startup

Frederick Winslow Taylor The Principles of Scientific Management


1957

Be My Guest

“The type of dreaming that appeals to me has nothing to do with a reverie, an idle daydream. It isn’t wishful thinking. Nor is it the type of revelation reserved for the great ones and rightly called vision. What I speak of is a brand of imaginative thinking backed by enthusiasm, vitality, expectation, to which all people aspire.” 

“I was twenty-three years old. I had been working for eleven years. So far I had earned a partnership in a store in the town in which I was born. But it was my father’s store. A. H. Hilton & son. A. H. Hilton & Shadow? a small voice within me was questioning. Wasn’t it time I formulated a dream of my own? I had an idea …” 


In a nutshell

Thinking big is the basis of all great enterprises and fortunes.

In a similar vein

Richard Branson Losing My Virginity

Duncan Clark Alibaba: The House That Jack Ma Built

Howard Schultz Pour Your Heart Into It


2014

The Hard Thing About Hard Things

“The Struggle is when you wonder why you started the company in the first place. The Struggle is when people ask you why you don’t quit and you don’t know the answer. The Struggle is when your employees think you are lying and you think they may be right.” 

“If there is one skill that stands out, it’s the ability to focus and make the best move when there are no good moves. It’s the moments where you feel most like hiding or dying that you can make the biggest difference as a CEO.” 

“If you want to build an important company, then at some point you have to scale. People in startup land often talk about the magic of how few people built the original Google or the original Facebook, but today’s Google employs twenty thousand people and today’s Facebook employs more than fifteen hundred people. So, if you want to do something that matters, then you are going to have to learn the black art of scaling a human organization.” 


In a nutshell

Nothing really prepares you for leading an organization and getting it through the inevitable crises.

In a similar vein

Jim Collins Great by Choice

Eric Ries The Lean Startup

Peter Schmidt & Jonathan Rosenberg How Google Works

Peter Thiel Zero To One


2011

Steve Jobs

“His personality was reflected in the products he created. Just as the core of Apple’s philosophy, from the original Macintosh in 1984 to the iPad a generation later, was the end-to-end integration of hardware and software, so too was the case with Steve Jobs: His passions, perfectionism, demons, desires, artistry, devilry, and obsession for control were integrally related to his approach to business and the products that resulted.”

“For Jobs, belief in an integrated approach was a matter of righteousness … But in a world filled with junky devices, inscrutable error messages, and annoying interfaces, it led to astonishing products marked by beguiling user experiences. Using an Apple product could be as sublime as walking in one of the Zen gardens of Kyoto that Jobs loved, and neither experience was created by worshipping at the altar of openness or by letting a thousand flowers bloom. Sometimes it’s nice to be in the hands of a control freak.”


In a nutshell

Great products are about art as much as technology.

In a similar vein

Eric Schmidt & Jonathan Rosenberg How Google Works

Brad Stone The Everything Store

Ashlee Vance Elon Musk 


2010

The Personal MBA

“The vast majority of modern business practice requires little more than common sense, simple arithmetic, and knowledge of a few important ideas and principles.” 

“While management and leadership are important in the practice of business, they aren’t the be-all and end-all of business education: without solid business knowledge, it’s possible to organize and lead a group of people toward the accomplishment of the wrong objectives. Business is about the profitable creation and delivery of valuable offers to paying customers—management and leadership are simply a means to this end.” 

“Unless you work in an industry with unusually aggressive, competent, and well-funded competitors, you really don’t have to worry about other people ‘stealing’ your idea. Ideas are cheap—what counts is the ability to translate an idea into reality.”

In a nutshell

A few good books and practical experience will serve you just as well, or better, than going to business school. 

In a similar vein

Ben Horowitz The Hard Thing About Hard Things

Eric Ries The Lean Startup


2004

The Art of the Start

“The best reason to start an organization is to make meaning—to create a product or service that makes the world a better place. So your first task is to decide how you can make meaning.” 

“BE SPECIFIC. The more precisely you can describe your customer, the better. Many entrepreneurs are afraid of being ‘niched’ to death and then not achieving ubiquity. However, most successful companies started off targeting specific markets and grew (often unexpectedly) to great size by addressing other segments. Few started off with grandiose goals and achieved them.” 


In a nutshell

Before anything else, the fundamental purpose in starting any new enterprise is to create meaning.

In a similar vein

Richard Branson Losing my Virginity

Ben Horowitz The Hard Thing About Hard Things

Eric Ries The Lean Startup

Howard Schultz Pour Your Heart Into It

Simon Sinek Start With Why


2010

Obliquity

“High-level objectives—living a fulfilling life, creating a successful business, producing a distinguished work of art, glorifying God—are almost always too imprecise for us to have any clear idea how to achieve them. That doesn’t imply that these goals lack meaning or the capacity for realisation. We understand their meaning and realise them by translating them into intermediate goals and actions; we interpret and reinterpret them as we gain knowledge about the environment in which we operate. That is why successful approaches are oblique rather than direct.” 

“Happiness is not achieved through the pursuit of happiness. The most profitable businesses are not the most profit-oriented. The wealthiest people are not those most assertive in the pursuit of wealth. The greatest paintings are not the most accurate representations of their subjects, the forests most resistant to fires are not the ones whose foresters are most successful in extinguishing fires. Soviet planners managed the economy far less successfully than the adaptive, disorganised processes in market economies.” 


In a nutshell

To fulfill their potential, people and organizations need higher-level goals that go beyond their own gain or profit. 

In a similar vein

Jim Collins Great by Choice

Guy Kawasaki The Art of the Start

Douglas McGregor The Human Side of Enterprise

Simon Sinek Start With Why


2015

Penguin and the Lane Brothers

“Switched-on, progressive, accessible. Reader-focused, reader-engaged, reader-respecting. With its low-price, mass-distribution model, and a flourishing list encompassing literature, science, politics, journalism, education, children’s books, classics, cooking, maps, music, games, art, architecture, history, sociology, humour and sex, Penguin became a vast ‘poor man’s university,’ and a prototype internet made from paper and ink.”

“Small, legible typefaces, paper covers, the ‘ideal’ rectangular format, low prices, good design, ornithological branding, colour coding, mass printing, mass distribution—the Lanes did not invent any of the elements that came together in the making of Penguin; all were freely available in the public domain, and several had been there for centuries. But the Lanes melded and branded and delivered a compelling combination of the parts.”


In a nutshell

There is always a huge market for things that people want that, with a sudden drop in price, they can now afford. 

In a similar vein

W. Chan Kim & Renée Mauborgne Blue Ocean Strategy

Richard Koch & Greg Lockwood Simplify


2005

Blue Ocean Strategy

“Executives are paralyzed by the muddle. Few employees deep down in the company even know what the strategy is. And a closer look reveals that most plans don’t contain a strategy at all but rather a smorgasbord of tactics that individually make sense but collectively don’t add up to a unified, clear direction that sets a company apart—let alone makes the competition irrelevant. Does this sound like the strategic plans in your company?” 

“Value innovation places equal emphasis on value and innovation. Value without innovation tends to focus on value creation on an incremental scale, something that improves value but is not sufficient to make you stand out in the marketplace. Innovation without value tends to be technology-driven, market pioneering, or futuristic, often shooting beyond what buyers are ready to accept and pay for. In this sense, it is important to distinguish between value innovation as opposed to technology innovation and market pioneering.” 


In a nutshell

Companies make the mistake of focusing on the competition when they should be focused on creating big leaps in value for the customer. 

In a similar vein

Richard Koch & Greg Lockwood Simplify

Geoffrey A. Moore Crossing the Chasm

Peter Thiel Zero To One


2016

Shoe Dog

“It seems wrong to call it all ‘business.’ It seems wrong to throw all those hectic days and sleepless nights, all those magnificent triumphs and desperate struggles, under that bland, generic banner: business. What we were doing felt like so much more … For some, I realize, business is the all-out pursuit of profits, period, full stop, but for us business was no more about making money than being human is about making blood … We wanted, as all great businesses do, to create, to contribute, and we dared to say so out loud. When you make something, when you improve something, when you deliver something, when you add some new thing or service to the lives of strangers, making them happier, or healthier, or safer, or better, and when you do it all crisply and efficiently, smartly, the way everything should be done but so seldom is—you’re participating more fully in the whole grand human drama. More than simply being alive, you’re helping others to live more fully, and if that’s business, all right, call me a businessman.”


In a nutshell

Going into a line of business solely to make money is rarely a good idea. Be motivated by the wish to make things better for people in some concrete way.

In a similar vein

Conrad Hilton Be My Guest

Ben Horowitz The Hard Thing About Hard Things

Walter Isaacson Steve Jobs


2016

Simplify

“Simplifying has been an invisible red thread running through business history in our lifetime, and that of our parents and grandparents.”

“A price that is a fraction of the previous price for a desirable item will always create a vast new market. Moreover, the size of that market is always greatly underestimated.”

“Successful simplifiers always come up with a new key, or keys, to unlock and transform a market. These keys are almost never based on market research. Instead, they come from insight—often a sudden epiphany or a bolt from the blue that nearly always arrives away from the office. But one of our aims in this book is to simplify and systematize insight.”


In a nutshell

It is the simplifiers, not the innovators, who take the really big prizes in business.

In a similar vein

Clayton Christensen The Innovator’s Dilemma

Walter Isaacson Steve Jobs

Theodore Levitt Marketing Myopia

Brad Stone The Everything Store


2012

Management in Ten Words

“Some of what follows may strike you as simple and obvious. Yet as I have met and worked with people from different cultures worldwide, I have been struck by how basic, simple truths about life—not just business—have been forgotten or are dismissed as ‘too obvious to matter’ by clever people who mistake ‘simple’ for ‘simplistic.’ We have allowed ourselves to think that, because the world in which we live is complicated, the solutions to problems must be complicated as well.”

“The whole experience served to confirm my conviction that if you listen to customers, and act on the truth they tell you, you will be amazed at what can happen.”

“Paradoxically, the more successful a business becomes, the easier it is to justify not seeking out the truth and taking difficult decisions.”


In a nutshell

It is one thing to survey customers about what they want, but quite another to actually be on their side.

In a similar vein

John Kay Obliquity

Richard Koch & Greg Lockwood Simplify

Simon Sinek Start With Why

Brad Stone The Everything Store


2002

The Five Dysfunctions of a Team

“Not finance. Not strategy. Not technology. It is teamwork that remains the ultimate competitive advantage, both because it is so powerful and because it is so rare.”

It is also ironic that so many people avoid conflict in the name of efficiency, because healthy conflict is actually a time saver … those that avoid conflict actually doom themselves to revisiting issues again and again without resolution.”

“Great teams also pride themselves on being able to unite behind decisions and commit to clear courses of action even when there is little assurance about whether a decision is correct. That’s because they understand the old military axiom that a decision is better than no decision. They also realize that it is better to make a decision boldly and be wrong—and then change direction with equal boldness—than it is to waffle.”


In a nutshell

Organizations increasingly find that they rise or fall depending on the quality of their teams.

In a similar vein

Roger Fisher, William Ury & Bruce Patton Getting To Yes

Stanley McChrystal Team of Teams

Tom Rath & Barry Conchie Strengths Based Leadership

Peter Senge The Fifth Discipline

Robert Townsend Up the Organization


2006

The Box

“Before the container, transporting goods was expensive—so expensive that it did not pay to ship many things halfway across the country, much less halfway around the world … The container made shipping cheap, and by doing so changed the shape of the world economy.”

“In 1956, the word was full of small manufacturers selling locally; by the end of the twentieth century, purely local markets for goods of any sort were few and far between.”

“In 1961, before the container was in international use, ocean freight costs alone accounted for 12 percent of the value of US exports and 10 percent of the value of US imports.” 


In a nutshell

Great innovations seem simple and obvious in hindsight. 

In a similar vein

Alfred Chandler The Visible Hand

Richard Koch & Greg Lockwood Simplify

Theodore Levitt Marketing Myopia

James P. Womack, Daniel T. Jones & Daniel Roos The Machine that Changed the World


1960

Marketing Myopia

“Every major industry was once a growth industry. But some that are now riding a wave of growth enthusiasm are very much in the shadow of decline. Others that are thought of as seasoned growth industries have actually stopped growing. In every case, the reason growth is threatened, slowed, or stopped is not because the market is saturated. It is because there has been a failure of management.”

“The view that an industry is a customer-satisfying process, not a goods-producing process, is vital for all businesspeople to understand. An industry begins with the customers and his or her needs, not with a patent, a raw material, or a selling skill.”


In a nutshell

Companies stop growing because they fail to correctly understand what business they are in.

In a similar vein

Clayton Christensen The Innovator’s Dilemma

W. Chan Kim & Renée Mauborgne Blue Ocean Strategy

Richard Koch & Greg Lockwood Simplify

Al Ries & Jack Trout Positioning

Simon Sinek Start With Why
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