
www.hbr.org

 

T

 

HEODORE

 

 L

 

EVITT

 

,  1925–2006

 

What Business Are You 
In?

 

Classic Advice from Theodore Levitt

 

 •

 

Ted Levitt exhorted executives 

to put their customers at the 

center of all they do—and to 

put marketing at the center of 

strategy. Here are some of his 

wide-ranging insights.

 

Reprint R0610J
This document is authorized for use only by Peter Gillies (PRGILLIES@GMAIL.COM). Copying or posting is an infringement of copyright. Please contact 

customerservice@harvardbusiness.org or 800-988-0886 for additional copies.

http://www.hbr.org
http://harvardbusinessonline.hbsp.harvard.edu/relay.jhtml?name=itemdetail&referral=4320&id=R0610J


 

T

 

HEODORE

 

 L

 

EVITT

 

,  1925–2006

 

What Business Are You 
In?

 

Classic Advice from Theodore Levitt

 

harvard business review • hbr.org • october 2006 page 1

 

C
O

P
YR

IG
H

T
 ©

 2
00

6 
H

A
R

V
A

R
D

 B
U

SI
N

E
SS

 S
C

H
O

O
L 

P
U

B
LI

SH
IN

G
 C

O
R

P
O

R
A

T
IO

N
. A

LL
 R

IG
H

T
S 

R
E

SE
R

V
E

D
.

 

Ted Levitt exhorted executives to put their customers at the center of 

all they do—and to put marketing at the center of strategy. Here are 

some of his wide-ranging insights.

 

Editors’ note: For all the talk about management 
as a science, experienced executives know that 
strategic decisions and tactics depend heavily on 
context. No one understood this better than The-
odore Levitt. A scholar renowned as a founder of 
modern marketing, he sought above all to use his 
insights to serve the needs of businesspeople. In 
a series of powerfully insightful—and delight-
fully written—essays in 

 

Harvard Business Review,

 

 
he provoked readers to reexamine their settled 
thinking about vital issues so that they could 
better meet the needs of customers.

Theodore Levitt was born in Vollmerz, Ger-
many, in 1925. Ten years later, like an older émi-
gré named Peter Drucker, he and his family fled 
the rise of Nazism and immigrated to the 
United States. They settled in Dayton, Ohio, 
where they became U.S. citizens in 1940. After 
earning a doctorate in economics in 1951, Levitt 
eventually joined the faculty of Harvard Busi-
ness School, where he remained a professor 
until retiring in 1990.

His early work was fairly conventional schol-
arship. That had changed by 1960, when HBR 

published his best-known article, “Marketing 
Myopia.” It was not so much an article as a 
manifesto. Picking up threads that he and oth-
ers had prepared, Levitt wove a powerful argu-
ment that companies should stop defining 
themselves by what they produced and instead 
reorient themselves toward customer needs. 
No one before had so aggressively and practi-
cally made the case for centering companies on 
customers, and his ideas continue to shape 
marketing practices even today, as Clay Chris-
tensen acknowledged last December in his 
HBR article “Marketing Malpractice.”

Levitt intended “Marketing Myopia” to be a 
challenge to businesses as a whole, not just to 
their marketing departments. Twenty-three 
years later, his article “The Globalization of Mar-
kets” told a similar story on a grander scale. To 
take advantage of globalization, he wrote, com-
panies should standardize as much as possible, 
because what people most desire are the low 
prices and quality made possible by standardiza-
tion. The marketing evangelist was now praising 
engineering-oriented companies that lacked 
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marketing departments but whose businesses 
understood the strategic opportunity globaliza-
tion presented. Once again, his take-no-prisoners 
prose attracted wide attention and discussion, as 
well as criticism fixated on his over-the-top pro-
nouncements. The critics missed the larger mes-
sage about what consumers really seek and 
therefore missed the point.

Levitt had the gifts of provocation and general-
ization, offering ideas that startled readers but 
compelled them to think more creatively, and 
more intelligently, about their businesses. Writ-
ing at a time when business was held in far less 
esteem, he rejected the easy contempt that many 
intellectuals had for managers and consumers. 
He celebrated the material achievements of cor-
porations and presciently saw their long-term 
power. He became one of this magazine’s most 
prolific authors, publishing 26 articles—a num-
ber exceeded only by Peter Drucker.

Levitt carried his practical approach to his ten-
ure as 

 

Harvard Business Review

 

’s eighth chief edi-
tor, from 1985 to 1989. He was at the same time 
one of HBR’s most intellectual and most populist 
editors. He understood that the magazine’s main 
purpose was to serve as a kind of sophisticated 
translation, clarifying authors’ raw—and some-
times rough—ideas for impatient, time-pressed 
readers. In both his writing and his editing, he 
epitomized HBR’s standard of tireless practical 
engagement with ideas.

Levitt’s ideal businessperson was someone 
who, amid the clamor of meetings, phone calls, 
stock-market updates, daily papers, weekly mag-
azines, and consultants’ presentations, was fed 
up with hype and showed an insatiable appetite 
for expertise. In a 1987 editor’s letter, Levitt 
wrote, “

 

Harvard Business Review

 

 enters with the 
authoritative well-reasoned sounds of solidly pro-
fessional thought and sense—with articles writ-
ten by experienced specialists and professionals 
addressing important people who make impor-
tant decisions about important matters in the 
world of affairs. That’s what we think thoughtful 
businesspeople need and want in this unstable 
world of slick popularizing and celebrity hype.” In 
that ideal, he was his own best exemplar.

 

Marketing Myopia

 

Excerpted from July–August 1960

 

Every major industry was once a growth in-
dustry. 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 railroads did not stop growing because
the need for passenger and freight transporta-
tion declined. That grew. The railroads are in
trouble today not because that need was filled
by others (cars, trucks, airplanes, and even tele-
phones) but because it was 

 

not

 

 filled by the
railroads themselves. They let others take cus-
tomers away from them because they assumed
themselves to be in the railroad business rather
than in the transportation business. The rea-
son they defined their industry incorrectly was
that they were railroad oriented instead of
transportation oriented; they were product ori-
ented instead of customer oriented....

The belief that profits are assured by an ex-
panding and more affluent population is dear
to the heart of every industry. It takes the edge
off the apprehensions everybody understand-
ably feels about the future. If consumers are
multiplying and also buying more of your
product or service, you can face the future
with considerably more comfort than if the
market were shrinking. An expanding market
keeps the manufacturer from having to think
very hard or imaginatively. If thinking is an in-
tellectual response to a problem, then the ab-
sence of a problem leads to the absence of
thinking. If your product has an automatically
expanding market, then you will not give
much thought to how to expand it....

The profit lure of mass production obviously
has a place in the plans and strategy of busi-
ness management, but it must always 

 

follow

 

hard thinking about the customer. This is one
of the most important lessons we can learn
from the contradictory behavior of Henry
Ford. In a sense, Ford was both the most bril-
liant and the most senseless marketer in Amer-
ican history. He was senseless because he re-
fused to give the customer anything but a
black car. He was brilliant because he fash-
ioned a production system designed to fit mar-
ket needs. We habitually celebrate him for the
wrong reason: for his production genius. His
real genius was marketing. We think he was
able to cut his selling price and therefore sell
millions of $500 cars because his invention of
the assembly line had reduced the costs. Actu-
ally, he invented the assembly line because he
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had concluded that at $500 he could sell mil-
lions of cars. Mass production was the 

 

result,

 

not the cause, of his low prices....
...Let us start at the beginning: the customer.

It can be shown that motorists strongly dislike
the bother, delay, and experience of buying
gasoline. People actually do not buy gasoline.
They cannot see it, taste it, feel it, appreciate it,
or really test it. What they buy is the right to
continue driving their cars. The gas station is
like a tax collector to whom people are com-
pelled to pay a periodic toll as the price of
using their cars. This makes the gas station a
basically unpopular institution. It can never be
made popular or pleasant, only less unpopular,
less unpleasant.

Reducing its unpopularity completely means
eliminating it. Nobody likes a tax collector,
not even a pleasantly cheerful one. Nobody
likes to interrupt a trip to buy a phantom
product, not even from a handsome Adonis or
a seductive Venus. Hence, companies that are

working on exotic fuel substitutes that will
eliminate the need for frequent refueling are
heading directly into the outstretched arms of
the irritated motorist....

In order to produce these customers, the en-
tire corporation must be viewed as a customer-
creating and customer-satisfying organism.
Management must think of itself not as pro-
ducing products but as providing customer-
creating value satisfactions. It must push this
idea (and everything it means and requires)
into every nook and cranny of the organiza-
tion. It has to do this continuously and with
the kind of flair that excites and stimulates the
people in it. Otherwise, the company will be
merely a series of pigeonholed parts, with no
consolidating sense of purpose or direction.

 

After the Sale Is Over...

 

Excerpted from September–October 1983

 

The relationship between a seller and a buyer
seldom ends when a sale is made. Increasingly,
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the relationship intensifies after the sale and
helps determine the buyer’s choice the next
time around. Such dynamics are found partic-
ularly with services and products dealt in a
stream of transactions between seller and
buyer—financial services, consulting, general
contracting, military and space equipment,
and capital goods.

The sale, then, merely consummates the
courtship, at which point the marriage begins.
How good the marriage is depends on how
well the seller manages the relationship. The
quality of the marriage determines whether
there will be continued or expanded business,
or troubles and divorce. In some cases divorce
is impossible, as when a major construction or
installation project is under way. If the mar-
riage that remains is burdened, it tarnishes the
seller’s reputation....

...In the [traditional] selling scheme the
seller is located at a distance from buyers and
reaches out with a sales department to unload
products on them. This is the basis for the no-
tion that a salesperson needs charisma, be-
cause it is charisma rather than the product’s
qualities that makes the sale.

Consider, by contrast, marketing. Here the
seller, being physically close to buyers, pene-
trates their domain to learn about their needs,
desires, and fears and then designs and sup-
plies the product with those considerations in
mind. Instead of trying to get buyers to want
what the seller has, the seller tries to have
what they want. The “product” is no longer
merely an item but a whole bundle of values
that satisfy buyers—an “augmented” product.

Thanks to increasing interdependence, more
and more of the world’s economic work gets
done through long-term relationships between
sellers and buyers. It is not a matter of just
getting and then holding on to customers. It
is more a matter of giving the buyers what
they want. Buyers want vendors who keep
promises, who’ll keep supplying and standing
behind what they promised. The era of the
one-night stand is gone. Marriage is both nec-
essary and more convenient. Products are too
complicated, repeat negotiations too much of
a hassle and too costly. Under these condi-
tions, success in marketing is transformed
into the inescapability of a relationship. Inter-
face becomes interdependence....

During the era we are entering the emphasis
will be on systems contracts, and buyer-seller

relationships will be characterized by continu-
ous contact and evolving relationships to effect
the systems. The “sale” will be not just a system
but a system over time. The value at stake will
be the advantages of that total system over
time. As the customer gains experience, the
technology will decline in importance relative
to the system that enables the buyer to realize
the benefits of the technology. Services, deliv-
ery, reliability, responsiveness, and the quality
of the human and organizational interactions
between seller and buyer will be more impor-
tant than the technology itself....

...It is reasonable for a customer who has
been promised the moon to expect it to be de-
livered. But if those who make the promises
are paid commissions before the customer gets
everything he or she bargained for, they’re not
likely to feel compelled to ensure that the cus-
tomer gets fully satisfied later. After the sale,
they’ll rush off to pursue other prey. If market-
ing plans the sale, sales makes it, manufactur-
ing fulfills it, and service services it, who’s in
charge and who takes responsibility for the
whole process?

Problems arise not only because those who
do the selling, the marketing, the manufactur-
ing, and the servicing have varying incentives
and views of the customer but also because or-
ganizations are one-dimensional. With the ex-
ception of those who work in sales or market-
ing, people seldom see beyond their company’s
walls. For those inside those walls, inside is
where the work gets done, where the penalties
and incentives are doled out, where the bud-
gets and plans get made, where engineering
and manufacturing are done, where perfor-
mance is measured, where one’s friends and as-
sociates gather, where things are managed and
manageable. Outside “has nothing to do with
me” and is where “you can’t change things.”...

One of the surest signs of a bad or declining
relationship is the absence of complaints from
the customer. Nobody is ever 

 

that

 

 satisfied, es-
pecially not over an extended period of time.
The customer is either not being candid or not
being contacted—probably both. The absence
of candor reflects the decline of trust and the
deterioration of the relationship. Bad things
accumulate. Impaired communication is both
a symptom and a cause of trouble. Things fes-
ter inside. When they finally erupt, it’s usually
too late or too costly to correct the situation.

We can invest in relationships, and we can

One of the surest signs of 

a bad or declining 

relationship is the 

absence of complaints 

from the customer. 

Nobody is ever that 

satisfied.
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borrow from them. We all do both, but we sel-
dom account for our actions and almost never
manage them. Yet a company’s most precious
asset is its relationships with its customers.
What matters is not whom you know but how
you are known to them.

 

Marketing Success Through 
Differentiation—of Anything

 

Excerpted from January–February 1980

 

There is no such thing as a commodity. All
goods and services are differentiable. Though
the usual presumption is that this is more true
of consumer goods than of industrial goods
and services, the opposite is the actual case....

...On the commodities exchanges, for exam-
ple, dealers in metals, grains, and pork bellies
trade in totally undifferentiated generic prod-
ucts. But what they “sell” is the claimed distinc-
tion of their execution—the efficiency of their
transactions in their clients’ behalf, their re-
sponsiveness to inquiries, the clarity and speed
of their confirmations, and the like. In short,
the 

 

offered

 

 product is differentiated, though
the 

 

generic

 

 product is identical.
When the generic product is undifferenti-

ated, the offered product makes the difference
in getting customers and the delivered product
in keeping them. When the knowledgeable se-
nior partner of a well-known Chicago broker-
age firm appeared at a New York City bank in a
tight-fitting, lime green polyester suit and
Gucci shoes to solicit business in financial in-
strument futures, the outcome was predictably
poor. The unintended offering implied by his
sartorial appearance contradicted the intended
offering of his carefully prepared presentation.
No wonder that Thomas Watson the elder in-
sisted so uncompromisingly that his salespeo-
ple be attired in their famous IBM “uniforms.”
While clothes may not make the person, they
may help make the sale.

The usual presumption about so-called un-
differentiated commodities is that they are ex-
ceedingly price sensitive. A fractionally lower
price gets the business. That is seldom true
except in the imagined world of economics
textbooks. In the actual world of markets,
nothing is exempt from other considerations,
even when price competition rages.

During periods of sustained surplus, excess
capacity, and unrelieved price war, when the
attention of all seems riveted on nothing save
price, it is precisely because price is visible and

measurable, and potentially devastating in its
effects, that price deflects attention from the
possibilities of extricating the product from
ravaging price competition. These possibili-
ties, even in the short run, are not confined
simply to nonprice competition, such as harder
personal selling, intensified advertising, or
what’s loosely called more or better “services.”...

Customers attach value to a product in
proportion to its perceived ability to help
solve their problems or meet their needs. All
else is derivative....

Customers never just buy the “generic”
product like steel, or wheat, or subassem-
blies, or investment banking, or aspirin, or
engineering consultancy, or golf balls, or indus-
trial maintenance, or newsprint, or cosmetics,
or even 99% pure isopropyl alcohol. They buy
something that transcends these designations—
and what that “something” is helps determine
from whom they’ll buy, what they’ll pay, and
whether, in the view of the seller, they’re
“loyal” or “fickle.”

What that something is in its customer-
getting and customer-satisfying entirety can
be managed....

...All this may be well known, but the under-
lying principles encompass much more. The
failure to fulfill certain more subtle expecta-
tions may reflect unfavorably on the generic
product. A shabby brokerage office may cost a
realtor access to customers for his or her prop-
erties. Even though the lawyer performed bril-
liantly in the bar exam and occupies offices of
prudential elegance, his or her personality may
clash with a potential client’s. A manufac-
turer’s competitively priced machine tools
might have the most sophisticated of numeri-
cal controls tucked tightly behind an impres-
sive panel, but certain customers may refuse to
buy because output tolerances are more pre-
cise than necessary or usable. The customer
may actually expect and want less....

As a rule, the more a seller expands the
market by teaching and helping customers
to use his or her product, the more vulnerable
that seller becomes to losing them. A cus-
tomer who no longer needs help gains the
flexibility to shop for things he or she values
more—such as price.

At this point, it makes sense to embark on a
systematic program of customer-benefiting,
and therefore customer-keeping, product aug-
mentation. The seller should also, of course,

Customers attach value 

to a product in 

proportion to its 

perceived ability to help 

solve their problems or 

meet their needs. All else 

is derivative.
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focus on cost and price reduction. And that’s
the irony of product maturity: Precisely when
price competition heightens, and therefore
when cost reduction becomes more impor-
tant, is when the seller is also likely to bene-
fit by incurring the additional costs of new
product augmentation.

The augmented product is a condition of a
mature market or of relatively experienced or
sophisticated customers. Not that they could
not benefit from or would not respond to
extra services; but when customers know or
think they know everything and can do any-
thing, the seller must test that assumption or
be condemned to the purgatory of price com-
petition alone. The best way to test a cus-
tomer’s assumption that he or she no longer
needs or wants all or any part of the aug-
mented product is to consider what’s possible
to offer that customer.

 

Production-Line Approach to 
Service

 

Excerpted from September–October 1972

 

The service sector of the economy is growing in
size but shrinking in quality. So say a lot of peo-
ple. Purveyors of service, for their part, think
that they and their problems are fundamen-
tally different from other businesses and their
problems. They feel that service is people-inten-
sive, while the rest of the economy is capital-in-
tensive. But these distinctions are largely spuri-
ous. There are no such things as service
industries. There are only industries whose ser-
vice components are greater or less than those
of other industries. Everybody is in service.

Often the less there seems, the more there
is. The more technologically sophisticated
the generic product (e.g., cars and comput-
ers), the more dependent are its sales on the
quality and availability of its accompanying
customer services (e.g., display rooms, deliv-
ery, repairs and maintenance, application aids,
operator training, installation advice, war-
ranty fulfillment). In this sense, General Mo-
tors is probably more service-intensive than
manufacturing-intensive. Without its services
its sales would shrivel....

People think of service as quite different
from manufacturing. Service is presumed to be
performed by individuals for other individuals,
generally on a one-to-one basis. Manufactur-
ing is presumed to be performed by machines,
generally tended by large clusters of individu-

als whose sizes and configurations are them-
selves dictated by the machines’ requirements.
Service (whether customer service or the ser-
vices of service industries) is performed “out
there in the field” by distant and loosely super-
vised people working under highly variable,
and often volatile, conditions. Manufacturing
occurs “here in the factory” under highly cen-
tralized, carefully organized, tightly controlled,
and elaborately engineered conditions.

People assume, and rightly so, that these
differences largely explain why products pro-
duced in the factory are generally more uni-
form in features and quality than the services
produced (e.g., life insurance policies, machine
repairs) or delivered (e.g., spare parts, milk) in
the field. One cannot as easily control one’s
agents or their performance out there in the
field. Besides, different customers want differ-
ent things. The result is that service and service
industries, in comparison with manufacturing
industries, are widely and correctly viewed as
being primitive, sluggish, and inefficient.

Yet it is doubtful that things need be all that
bad. Once conditions in the field get the same
kind of attention that conditions inside the
factory generally get, a lot of new opportuni-
ties become possible. But first management
will have to revise its thinking about what
service is and what it implies.

The trouble with thinking of oneself as pro-
viding services—either in the service industries
or in the customer-service sectors of manufac-
turing and retailing companies—is that one
almost inescapably embraces ancient, pre-
industrial modes of thinking. Worse still, one
gets caught up in rigid attitudes that can have a
profoundly paralyzing effect on even the most
resolute of rationalists.

The concept of “service” evokes, from the
opaque recesses of the mind, timeworn images
of personal ministration and attendance. It re-
fers generally to deeds one individual performs
personally for another. It carries historical
connotations of charity, gallantry, and selfless-
ness, or of obedience, subordination, and sub-
jugation. In these contexts, people serve because
they want to (as in the priestly and political
professions) or they serve because they are
compelled to (as in slavery and such occupa-
tions of attendance as waiter, maid, bellboy,
cleaning lady).

In the higher-status service occupations,
such as in the church and the army, one custom-
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arily behaves ritualistically, not rationally. In
the lower-status service occupations, one sim-
ply obeys. In neither is independent thinking
presumed to be a requisite of holding a job.
The most that can therefore be expected from
service improvements is that, like Avis, a person
will try harder. He will just exert more animal
effort to do better what he is already doing.

So it was in ancient times, and so it is today.
The only difference is that where ancient mas-
ters invoked the will of God or the whip of the
foreman to spur performance, modern indus-
try uses training programs and motivation ses-
sions. We have not in all these years come very
far in either our methods or our results. In
short, service thinks humanistically, and that
explains its failures.

Now consider manufacturing. Here the ori-
entation is toward the efficient production of
results, not toward attendance on others. Rela-
tionships are strictly businesslike, devoid of in-
vidious connotations of rank or self.

When we think about how to improve manu-
facturing, we seldom focus on ways to improve
our personal performance of present tasks;
rather, it is axiomatic that we try to find en-
tirely new ways of performing present tasks
and, better yet, of actually changing the tasks
themselves. We do not think of greater exertion
of our animal energies (working physically
harder, as the slave), of greater expansion of our
commitment (being more devout or loyal, as
the priest), or of greater assertion of our depen-
dence (being more obsequious, as the butler)....

...Until we think of service in more positive
and encompassing terms, until it is enthusiasti-
cally viewed as manufacturing in the field, re-
ceptive to the same kinds of technological ap-
proaches that are used in the factory, the results
are likely to be just as costly and idiosyncratic
as the results of the lonely journeyman carving
things laboriously by hand at home.

 

The Globalization of Markets

 

Excerpted from May–June 1983

 

A powerful force drives the world toward a
converging commonality, and that force is
technology. It has proletarianized communi-
cation, transport, and travel. It has made iso-
lated places and impoverished peoples eager
for modernity’s allurements. Almost everyone
everywhere wants all the things they have
heard about, seen, or experienced via the new
technologies.

The result is a new commercial reality—the
emergence of global markets for standardized
consumer products on a previously unimag-
ined scale of magnitude. Corporations geared
to this new reality benefit from enormous
economies of scale in production, distribution,
marketing, and management. By translating
these benefits into reduced world prices, they
can decimate competitors that still live in the
disabling grip of old assumptions about how
the world works....

Who can forget the televised scenes dur-
ing the 1979 Iranian uprisings of young
men in fashionable French-cut trousers and
silky body shirts thirsting for blood with
raised modern weapons in the name of Is-
lamic fundamentalism?...

The most effective world competitors incor-
porate superior quality and reliability into
their cost structures. They sell in all national
markets the same kind of products sold at
home or in their largest export market. They
compete on the basis of appropriate value—
the best combinations of price, quality, reli-
ability, and delivery for products that are
globally identical with respect to design, func-
tion, and even fashion.

That, and little else, explains the surging
success of Japanese companies dealing world-
wide in a vast variety of products—both tan-
gible products like steel, cars, motorcycles,
hi-fi equipment, farm machinery, robots, mi-
croprocessors, carbon fibers, and now even
textiles, and intangibles like banking, ship-
ping, general contracting, and soon computer
software. Nor are high-quality and low-cost
operations incompatible, as a host of consult-
ing organizations and data engineers argue
with vigorous vacuity. The reported data are
incomplete, wrongly analyzed, and contradic-
tory. The truth is that low-cost operations are
the hallmark of corporate cultures that re-
quire and produce quality in all that they do.
High quality and low costs are not opposing
postures. They are compatible, twin identi-
ties of superior practice.

To say that Japan’s companies are not glo-
bal because they export cars with left-side
drives to the United States and the European
continent, while those in Japan have right-
side drives, or because they sell office ma-
chines through distributors in the United
States but directly at home, or speak Portu-
guese in Brazil is to mistake a difference for a
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distinction. The same is true of Safeway and
Southland retail chains operating effectively
in the Middle East, and to not only native but
also imported populations from Korea, the
Philippines, Pakistan, India, Thailand, Britain,
and the United States. National rules of the
road differ, and so do distribution channels and
languages. Japan’s distinction is its unrelent-
ing push for economy and value enhance-
ment. That translates into a drive for stan-
dardization at high quality levels....

The global competitor will seek con-
stantly to standardize its offering every-
where. It will digress from this standardiza-
tion only after exhausting all possibilities
to retain it, and will push for reinstatement
of standardization whenever digression and
divergence have occurred. It will never as-
sume that the customer is a king who knows
his own wishes....

The Hoover case illustrates how the perverse
practice of the marketing concept and the ab-
sence of any kind of marketing imagination let
multinational attitudes survive when custom-
ers actually want the benefits of global stan-
dardization. The whole project got off on the
wrong foot. It asked people what features
they wanted in a washing machine rather than
what they wanted out of life. Selling a line of
products individually tailored to each nation is
thoughtless. Managers who took pride in prac-
ticing the marketing concept to the fullest did
not, in fact, practice it at all. Hoover asked the
wrong questions, then applied neither thought
nor imagination to the answers. Such compa-
nies are like the ethnocentricists in the Middle
Ages who saw with everyday clarity the sun re-
volving around the earth and offered it as Truth.
With no additional data but a more searching
mind, Copernicus, like the hedgehog, inter-
preted a more compelling and accurate reality.
Data do not yield information except with the
intervention of the mind. Information does
not yield meaning except with the interven-
tion of imagination.

The global corporation accepts for better or
for worse that technology drives consumers
relentlessly toward the same common goals—
alleviation of life’s burdens and the expansion
of discretionary time and spending power....

Significantly, Japanese companies operate
almost entirely without marketing depart-
ments or market research of the kind so prev-
alent in the West. Yet in the colorful words of

General Electric’s chairman John F. Welch, Jr.,
the Japanese, coming from a small cluster of
resource-poor islands, with an entirely alien
culture and an almost impenetrably complex
language, have cracked the code of Western
markets. They have done it not by looking
with mechanistic thoroughness at the way
markets are different but rather by searching
for meaning with a deeper wisdom. They
have discovered the one great thing all mar-
kets have in common—an overwhelming de-
sire for dependable, world-standard moder-
nity in all things, at aggressively low prices. In
response, they deliver irresistible value every-
where, attracting people with products that
market-research technocrats described with
superficial certainty as being unsuitable and
uncompetitive....

To refer to the persistence of economic na-
tionalism (protective and subsidized trade
practices, special tax aids, or restrictions for
home market producers) as a barrier to the
globalization of markets is to make a valid
point. Economic nationalism does have a pow-
erful persistence. But, as with the present al-
most totally smooth internationalization of in-
vestment capital, the past alone does not shape
or predict the future....

Reality is not a fixed paradigm, dominated
by immemorial customs and derived atti-
tudes, heedless of powerful and abundant
new forces. The world is becoming increas-
ingly informed about the liberating and en-
hancing possibilities of modernity. The persis-
tence of the inherited varieties of national
preferences rests uneasily on increasing evi-
dence of, and restlessness regarding, their in-
efficiency, costliness, and confinement. The
historic past, and the national differences re-
specting commerce and industry it spawned
and fostered everywhere, is now subject to
relatively easy transformation.

Cosmopolitanism is no longer the monop-
oly of the intellectual and leisure classes; it is
becoming the established property and de-
fining characteristic of all sectors everywhere
in the world. Gradually and irresistibly it
breaks down the walls of economic insularity,
nationalism, and chauvinism. What we see
today as escalating commercial nationalism
is simply the last violent death rattle of an
obsolete institution....

The earth is round, but for most purposes
it’s sensible to treat it as flat.

The global competitor 

will seek constantly to 

standardize its offering 

everywhere. It will 

digress from this 

standardization only 

after exhausting all 

possibilities to retain it.
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Creativity Is Not Enough

 

Excerpted from May–June 1963

 

“Creativity” is not the miraculous road to busi-
ness growth and affluence that is so abun-
dantly claimed these days. And for the line
manager, particularly, it may be more of a
millstone than a milestone. Those who extol
the liberating virtues of corporate creativity
over the somnambulistic vices of corporate
conformity may actually be giving advice that
in the end will reduce the creative animation
of business. This is because they tend to con-
fuse the getting of ideas with their implemen-
tation—that is, confuse creativity in the ab-
stract with practical innovation; not
understand the operating executive’s day-to-
day problems; and underestimate the intri-
cate complexity of business organizations....

The fact that you can put a dozen inexperi-
enced people into a room and conduct a
brainstorming session that produces exciting
new ideas shows how little relative impor-
tance ideas themselves actually have. Almost
anybody with the intelligence of the average
businessman can produce them, given a half-
way decent environment and stimulus. The
scarce people are those who have the know-
how, energy, daring, and staying power to im-
plement ideas....

The reason the executive so often rejects
new ideas is that he is a busy man whose chief
day-in, day-out task is to handle an ongoing
stream of problems. He receives an unending
flow of questions on which decisions must be
made. Constantly he is forced to deal with
problems to which solutions are more or less
urgent and the answers to which are far from
clear-cut. It may seem splendid to a subordi-
nate to supply his boss with a lot of brilliant
new ideas to help him in his job. But advo-
cates of creativity must once and for all un-
derstand the pressing facts of the executive’s
life: Every time an idea is submitted to him, it
creates more problems for him—and he al-
ready has enough....

...Advocacy of a “permissive environment”
for creativity in an organization is often a
veiled attack on the idea of the organization it-
self. This quickly becomes clear when one rec-

ognizes this inescapable fact: One of the col-
lateral purposes of an organization 

 

is

 

 to be
inhospitable to a great and constant flow of
ideas and creativity.

Whether we are talking about the U.S. Steel
Corporation or the United Steelworkers of
America, the U.S. Army or the Salvation Army,
the United States or the U.S.S.R., the purpose
of organization is to achieve the kind and de-
gree of order and conformity necessary to do a
particular job. The organization exists to restrict
and channel the range of individual actions
and behavior into a predictable and knowable
routine. Without organization there would be
chaos and decay. Organization exists in order
to create that amount and kind of inflexibility
that are necessary to get the most pressingly
intended job done efficiently and on time....

All this raises a seemingly frightening ques-
tion. If conformity and rigidity are necessary
requisites of organization, and if these in turn
help stifle creativity, and furthermore if the
creative man might indeed be stifled if he is re-
quired to spell out the details needed to con-
vert his ideas into effective innovations, does
all this mean that modern organizations have
evolved into such involuted monsters that they
must suffer the fearful fate of the dinosaur—
too big and unwieldy to survive?

The answer to this is 

 

no

 

. First, it is question-
able whether the creative impulse would auto-
matically dry up if the idea man is required to
take some responsibility for follow-through.
The people who so resolutely proclaim their
own creative energy will scarcely assert that
they need a hothouse for its flowering. Sec-
ondly, the large organization has some impor-
tant attributes that actually facilitate innova-
tion. Its capacity to distribute risk over its
broad economic base and among the many in-
dividuals involved in implementing newness is
significant. They make it both economically
and, for the individuals involved, personally
easier to break untried ground.
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