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(Quicker is better)


INTRODUCTION


You’re busy, we know. Too busy to read many of the thousands of business books published each year. Perhaps too busy to attend very many ‘professional development’ courses. And certainly too pressed to take a year or two out to do an MBA course. You may in any case be sceptical of how much you can really learn from the gurus, professors and corporate titans who line up to proffer their advice.

We’re with you. Business courses and books can, of course, be enlightening and inspiring. But more often they are a mixture of the blindingly obvious and wildly utopian. In the years we’ve been researching and advising on organizational issues, we’ve realized the value of simply cutting to the chase. No throat-clearing, winding anecdotes or lengthy case studies: just the key insights and killer facts. 

This book contains the distillate of an MBA course. Just as the creators of the Reduced Shakespeare Company brought the works of the Bard to the stage in shortened format, so we have attempted to bring the best of business thinking into a single, slim volume, drawing on a presentation of the same name which we have been delivering over the last ten years. The 80 Minute MBA should do what it says on the tin. So if you read slightly quicker than the average person (and we know you do) this book should only take an hour and twenty minutes to read. Like all self-respecting MBA courses, ours has a motto: citius est melius – quicker is better.

We’ve had a good time synthesizing the material – remembering Noël Coward reckoned that work was ‘more fun than fun’ – and hope that comes across in what follows. But we are deadly serious about the potential of organizations and their leaders to create better work, more economic value and stronger human relationships. We can be sceptical, but, we hope, never cynical. An irreducible core of optimism runs through our work. Business life can be – should be – good.

But it is also clear that we are writing against dark skies. The 2008 global financial crisis continues to cast a long shadow. Businesses and governments alike have seen their reputations battered. Public trust in the major institutions of government, business, media and NGOs has hit rock bottom around the globe. The credibility of CEOs dropped to an all-time low of 37% in a recent study, and is plummeting in every country studied. Business leaders are now only 8% above political leaders (29%) in terms of public trust. For those in or seeking leadership positions in business life, the scale of the challenge is clear.1 

You don’t have to be an Eeyore to see the size of the deficits confronting us. Our compressed MBA is constructed in clear sight of a broken planet and a broken financial system. But we are optimists nonetheless. Positive change comes not from blind faith, but through analysis and action. Our aim is to inspire you to be both steely-eyed about the challenges we all face, and excited about how your personal and organizational contribution can matter more than ever. There is much you can do. And there is no end to the fun and fulfilment that can be had in creating great organizations that can enrich people’s lives through the quality of the work they offer and the goods and services they craft. 

The 80 Minute MBA, then, is not only about the skills and expertise you need to lead and run an organization effectively, but also about the ethics, values and motivations that should be a North Star for anyone seeking to deliver positive change. 

We have road-tested our ideas with nearly 100 organizations who have booked us to bring The 80 Minute MBA to life for their employees over the last nine years. At those events we are often asked whether we are dismissive of traditional (i.e. much slower) MBAs. We are not. Renowned management theorist Henry Mintzberg has suggested they be scrapped,2 but we don’t agree: the best provide inspiring teachers, opportunities for intellectual interrogation, a challenging peer group and space for reflection. 

There is no doubt, however, that the ethos of some MBA programmes has been part of the problem rather than the solution in recent years. The high-octane, risk-taking, money-chasing approach favoured by some MBA graduates may have contributed to the overreach of many firms in the run up to 2008. And the charge sheet against established MBA courses is becoming well known – too narrowly focused on analytical and cognitive skills; an overly stylized and backward-looking treatment of real business problems (the so-called ‘case study’ method); and at worst, the encouragement of an arrogant, self-centred careerism.3 

In his book The Golden Passport, Duff McDonald does not pull his punches about the role of Harvard Business School: ‘Harvard Business School imbues its graduates with the arrogant notion that management is a transferable skill, like driving, and that having pretended to manage for two years, they are now ready to go somewhere and take charge. Worse still, it imbues them with the sense that leadership is something that can be purchased, instead of it being an emergent quality that reveals itself (or doesn’t) in the moment in which it is needed.’4

Fair criticism? In some cases, yes. 

Overblown? Certainly. 

A bigger influence on the behaviour of all of us, including MBA graduates and business leaders, is the state of the economy and society. It is no surprise to us that the criticism of MBAs reached its peak at the end of the long boom that ended in 2008. As the trough of rewards got deeper, some leaders resembled greedy animals more than trustworthy stewards of their companies. As recent research confirms, CEOs who begin their careers during booms tend to be less ethical; they adopt riskier financial strategies than CEOs who first entered the workforce in recessions, are more excessively confident in their own abilities, and because they believe they are entitled to better outcomes, pay themselves substantially more than other top executives.5

But that was then, and this is now. The fires of recession could help to forge a generation of more ethical, less egotistical leaders. If that sounds like you, keep reading. You are the kind of leader we want to read our book. 

Today’s challenges require a new spirit of stewardship in business leaders, a new focus on building businesses that are both environmentally and financially sustainable. We focus a good deal of our limited time on sustainability: for this we make no apology. Our planet is broken, and organizations have a responsibility to help fix it. But it is equally important that businesses are economically sustainable too – resting on secure financial foundations, emphasizing organic growth rather than debt-fuelled mergers and acquisitions activity, and rewarding executives for their performance over a period of years rather than months. The broken financial system needs a new approach, a new moral philosophy of business.6

There are some things, though, that do not change. One is that no self-respecting business book is complete without a model or diagram. And we’re not quite brave enough to do without one. So here’s ours, At the very top, as you now probably expect, is Sustainability. This book is about success: as a leader, a manager and in organizational terms. But ensuring the future of our fragile, threatened planet must now run through everything we do. The next tornado ring is Leadership – a core component of any MBA programme. Then it’s the three Cs: culture, cash and conversation. Culture – what brings organizations together, why do people matter, how do we engage them? Cash – covering finance, balance sheets, accounting, supply chain management and economics. Conversation – how do you talk to your markets and your customers? Along the way there are also mini-modules on strategy, ethics, time management, economics, statistics and neuromarketing.

The 80 Minute MBA ‘tornado’:
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We realize that for some of you even 80 minutes may sound like a big chunk of time to carve out of your hectic schedules. Again, we sympathize: we’ve had some requests for the ‘60 Minute MBA’, and for the ‘half-hour version’. All we can promise is that we’ll keep working on it. So, for those of you with no intention of reading any further, our thanks for your time. You’ve clearly gleaned what you need. If you haven’t yet bought the book and the spine is undamaged, you can probably put it carefully back on the shelf (and try to forget that between us we’ve got five children). If you can spare another seventy-seven minutes, however, we promise not to waste a single one.
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