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In the Rigveda, one of the four most holy Hindu texts and the oldest of all religious books, it is written that “Cows are sacred.” Man, if we had a nickel for every time we started a sentence with “In the Rigveda,” we would be very wealthy guys. As it is, only one of us is wealthy and that’s because his uncle invented Silly String.


At this juncture we feel it prudent to point out that Silly String was actually invented by Julius Sämann (who also invented pine tree–shaped air fresheners). Mr. Sämann is not related to any one of us (as far as we know). We admit this because it’s important to establish a sense of trust between the author and the reader. Also you could have Googled Silly String and busted us anyway.


The important thing to remember here is not so much that we’re liars, but that Sacred Cows have been roaming among us since around 1,700 BC. And, as George Foreman has proved time and time again, old things die hard.


So, what is a Sacred Cow? Or, as they say in Grenoble, Qu’est-ce que c’est une Vache Sacré? (We can’t wait to see how they treat those last two sentences when they translate this book into French.) In the Hindu tradition, the Sacred Cow is an honored figure that represents the bounty of the earth, a mother’s love, and the sanctity of life. In the world of commerce, the Sacred Cow is a saying, motto, or aphorism about how business should be conducted that is widely assumed to be unassailably true.


This book is not about Hinduism, Indian Sacred Cows, fat boxers, or Swiss novelty inventors. This is a book about business. And the Sacred Cows to which we refer do not wander through the Indus Valley munching on subcontinental grasses and grains. The Sacred Cows that we plan on killing are pithy edicts repeated and sanctified and followed blindly by employees and management throughout the world.


They’re a set of words, rules, or actions that businesspeople believe in primarily because businesspeople have always believed in them, so why stop now? These Cows have been passed down from generation to generation like creepy family heirlooms that ought to embarrass you but in which you take tremendous albeit incomprehensible pride. You know, like that picture of your great-grandfather dressed as a hula dancer. That shouldn’t be on the mantelpiece. Who cares if he was a Navy captain crossing the equator for the first time? That photo should be kept in a dank, dark vault somewhere only to be used in extreme cases of blackmail.


The Sacred Cows of the business world—those phrases that everyone believes in without really bothering to analyze—all have worthwhile elements. At some point they made a lot of sense and had real value. Even though they have outlived their usefulness, they stubbornly stay in place as businesses, companies, employees, competitions, and cultures evolve around them. As time passes, they become the one unchangeable business constant remaking everything else in their image. You end up adapting your business to suit a philosophy instead of adapting your philosophy to suit your business.


There’s nothing wrong with developing a philosophy based on a careful study of prior successes. A crafty businessman will look at a functioning concern and say, “This works and it has these properties.” But there’s an important distinction to be made between that analysis and the assertion that “This works because it has these properties.” Once you start believing in the inevitability of a perceived cause and effect, you’re falling for a Sacred Cow and you could be getting yourself into trouble. McDonald’s works and they sell revolting food. McDonald’s doesn’t work because they sell revolting food. If it did, then the old lady with the glass eye who operates the roach coach in front of our office would be a billionaire.


These constraining thoughts are usually simple and cogent. They have to be plausible to stick around for so many years. After all, crazy doesn’t last too long—just look at Mike Tyson. And, while we’re mentioning famous heavyweights, why was Archie Moore called “The Ole Mongoose”? That’s a weird nickname. Maybe you could look into it while you’re Googling Silly String.


When we talk about Sacred Cows, we’re talking about many of the fundamental tenets of commerce. A classic Sacred Cow of the ilk which we plan on destroying is “The Customer Is Always Right.” Who in their right minds would take issue with that statement? Well, we would. And we did—you’ll read about it in a few chapters.


The Customer Is Always Right is one of those archetypal catchphrases that companies latch on to and won’t let go of, like a Rottweiler with a duckling clamped in its jaws. Someone in upper management announces at a board meeting that from now on their company will be dedicated to the principle that The Customer Is Always Right. And that’ll be that. No one will argue. Everyone will fall into line. And the driving force behind that business will be a shallow platitude that looks good in a mission statement.




Sometimes this fervent adherence to corporate philosophy will lead to great success. There are plenty of shops out there that treat the Customer as if he or she is Always Right, and they thrive because of it. But it’s the blindness and lack of healthy skepticism that Sacred Cows engender that lead to trouble. Sometimes they’re right. But if you follow them without reason or flexibility, you’ll never know when they’re not right for a particular business transaction, product line, or situation.


Sometimes desperately servicing the primacy of the Customer can lead to a company’s demise. Sometimes treating the Customer as if he or she is totally clueless is your surest route to victory. You may not believe us now, but you will once you have read this book. You may also want your money back—but that’s between you and your bookstore.


We have assembled a list of some of the most widespread and beloved Sacred Cows of business. We have piled these Cows into a metaphoric killing floor in a theoretical cattle farm that is hypothetically in Montana (but definitely within 300 miles of Canada). In the ensuing pages we will wander among these lowing, ignorant beasts, striking vicious blows to their necks and shoulders with giant, razor-sharp medieval flails. We take no joy in this bloody, noisy, bone-and-cartilage-spewing slaughter. We do it as a service to humanity. Also, we got a large advance on the book, and if we don’t write it, Hyperion will sue us.


The purpose of this book is not to replace old, stale Sacred Cows with newer, fresher ones. We’re not going to make you watch us murder The Customer Is Always Right just to supplant it with The Customer Must Wear Toe Socks. That would defeat our purpose. It would also be insane. Our goal is to point out the inefficacy of slavishly conforming to any preconceived notions about how businesses should be run.




We will show you examples of companies and individuals who have failed because they believed too fiercely, unbendingly, and completely in a variety of Sacred Cows. We will also show you examples of companies and individuals who have succeeded because they flouted conventional wisdom and violated these revered principles. We will show you how to spot Sacred Cows and how best to avoid them in the future. We will point out burgeoning business philosophies that run the risk of turning into Sacred Cows if we’re not careful. We will also make a lot of bizarre references, odd jokes, and discomfiting asides designed to amuse, bemuse, and tickle the fancy. If you favor an untickled fancy, then perhaps this book is not for you. In any event, we have a job to do. And, if we’re going to undo 4,000 years of engrained behavior, we had better get started.
















How To Spot
 A Sacred Cow
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How do you spot a Sacred Cow? It’s easy. Sneak up on one while she’s sleeping and carefully paint a spot on her side.


That was a classic example of perfectly crafted comedy. We set up the expectation of revealing how one could identify a Sacred Cow and then we replaced that expectation with an entirely unexpected result—how to paint a spot on a cow—making a play on the word “spot” in the process. There’s just one problem with this brilliantly structured joke: It’s not funny.


And, in that regard, our lame attempt at humor is a lot like the herds of Sacred Cows out there. They make sense, but they don’t work. And, just like spotting a lousy comedian, picking out the Sacred Cows is pretty simple once you know what to look for.


Loud, flashy ties and sport coats with the sleeves rolled up are sure signs that the comedian is going to suck. Also, if they yell a lot right off the bat, they’re probably trying to cover up the fact that anything they say at a normal volume won’t elicit laughs.


Phrases like “Yes, but…,” “I’m going to level with you…,” and “We can’t do it that way, let’s just…” are sure signs that you’re about to hear a Sacred Cow. They can be bold mottoes etched in gold or quaint aphorisms stitched in yarn. They can be old technologies, tired products, rigid processes, dated services, or complacent management. They are the living embodiment of “we don’t do things that way here.” Sacred Cows survive by keeping everything the same.


Sacred Cows are a lot like thoroughbred horses in that both are the result of years of selective breeding. Virtually all thoroughbreds alive are descended from one of three stallions: the Darley Arabian, the Godolphin Arabian, and the Byerly Turk. All three were imported to England and bred to local mares. A great-great-grandson of the Darley Arabian, Eclipse, became an undefeated champion and sired 344 future winners. His perfect genes were in such demand that today 95% of all thoroughbreds are his heirs.


What does this have to do with Sacred Cows? Almost nothing. Except for the fact that these divine bovines have similarly identifiable bloodlines. They are usually sired by corporate management. Some cigar smoker with a comb-over demands to know, “Well…what’s the formula?” and another Sacred Cow is born. These high-stepping philosophical fillies have descended from boardroom to boardroom and manager to manager over the ages.


The people who perpetuate these creative handcuffs have a lot in common and can easily be identified as well. By and large, they tend to be negative. They seem to think that they’re not contributing if they’re not criticizing. When asked for an opinion, it’s invariably depressing and pessimistic. For these people it’s much easier to raise objections than to embrace something new and different—even if that new and different thing might lead to greatness.


They usually can’t tell you why they’re shooting down your idea, although there’s some vague reference to “that not working back in ’03.” When you innocently inquire whether that was 1503 or 1603, they look at you like you just peed in the clam dip. Assuming that you didn’t just pee in the clam dip, their whole attitude is bitter, unnecessary, and divisive.


Even when citing previous failures as a reason not to try something new, they don’t bother drawing helpful conclusions from those failures. It’s just “That didn’t work, move on.” Sometimes a nuanced understanding of past disasters helps lead to future achievements. But these Sacred Cow Midwives aren’t interested in learning and changing—they just want to maintain the status quo. That’s the whole raison d’être of the Sacred Cow to begin with—it just wants to keep on keeping on.


How many times did the Wright Brothers fail before they succeeded? We have no idea, and we all have carpal tunnel syndrome so we don’t want to check the Internet. It was a lot, though, right? Man Cannot Fly was a pretty unassailable Sacred Cow. It was based on history, physics, and common sense. If the Wright Brothers had been working for the goofball who runs your marketing department, they might have been forced to give up after their first crash. If they’d been working for us, maybe we would have waited until their tenth crash before pulling the plug. But they were following their own vision and they knew it would work. All the logic and gravity and bloody head wounds didn’t diminish their conviction. And they did away with that Sacred Cow forever. Now we’re dealing with a much more entrenched Sacred Cow: Man Cannot Fly Coach But Business Class Is Criminally Overpriced. As soon as someone kills that one, we’ll travel overseas again.
















Sacred Cows
 Down Through The Ages
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battle


The year is 197 BC. Rubik has just invented his Cube and short skirts are in. No. Wait. The Macedonian army is kicking the pants off the Romans. That’s right. The Romans have run roughshod over most of the known world. But now they’re getting whacked by these pesky Macedonians.


A major battle is about to begin. Beer vendors and pretzel salesmen ply their wares. Don Knotts stretches his hamstrings and heads for the main tent at Circus of the Stars. Hold it. We’re getting mixed up again.


The Macedonian army stands in their conventional fighting pattern, shield-to-shield, sixteen men deep. This is how they always fight. So far, they have always won.


The Roman army is about to meet them in combat in the same traditional array, and they’re about to lose again. All that empire building right down the toilet (or, in this case, right down the public latrine cleansed with aqueduct water).


Suddenly a Roman tribune has an idea. What if, instead of fighting the Macedonians the “right” way—marching forward until they’re face-to-face and then engaging—what if they fight them the “wrong” way? What if they attack from behind, surprising them and making it impossible to defend themselves with their huge, unwieldy shields and their cumbersome twenty-one-foot spears?


There are two things you can say about Romans: 1) they cheat at soccer, and 2) they hate hypothetical questions. So the tribune immediately puts his query into practice. They sneak behind the Macedonians and attack their rear, if you will. The outnumbered Romans kill over a third of the Macedonian army, win the war, and add another massive chunk to their empire.


What does any of this have to do with Sacred Cows? Why, it’s as plain as the nose on the back of your hand. The operative Sacred Cow here was Always Fight Facing Your Enemy. The Macedonians believed in it, and it led to many great successes. But they believed in it too much and were unable to adapt or adjust when they came across an enemy who wasn’t so tied to the same philosophy of war.


With one bold move, the Romans killed that Sacred Cow and a whole lot of Macedonians as well. They went on to rule the world, and Rome is still a great place to visit. Macedonia, on the other hand, is now a small and all-but-forgotten republic in Southeastern Europe (no offense to our many Macedonian fans currently reading this book in Circassian at the Skopje bookstore on the corner of Third and Jakupica).


cattle


Around 1,700 years later there was another example of a civilization sliding into obsolescence due to their steadfast refusal to alter their belief in a Sacred Cow. In this case, the Sacred Cow was Norse Greenlanders Eat Meat. And the people who paid the heavy price for not budging from this theory were the Norse Greenlanders. In case you’re not up-to-date on your Arctic demographics, there are no more Norse Greenlanders.


Erik the Red—a charming, exiled, convicted murderer—led a watery convoy of twenty-five ships filled with Norsemen and Norsewomen around 985 AD. He landed on a northern isle, liked the fertile soil and freshwater lakes he found there, so he named the place Greenland and decided to stay.


For around 500 years the colony prospered. They built farms, churches, and civic halls—for all we know they even built discos and mini-malls. But in the sixteenth century when a German ship landed on Greenland to escape an ice storm, they discovered…nothing. The farms, churches, and halls were abandoned and decaying. There wasn’t a single Norse Greenlander left.


So, what happened to them all? Were they characters in some kind of creepy M. Night Shyamalan movie? Were they wintering in Boca Raton? Or did they fall victim to yet another deleterious Sacred Cow?


The truth is that no one really knows for sure. There’s very little forensic evidence left to tell us anything definitive about this mysteriously evaporated culture. So, yes, it’s possible that they were all extras in a weird movie where the villagers are really aliens and they are suddenly recalled to the mother ship. And, sure, there’s a chance that they all moved to Florida. But anthropologists and social historians have another slightly more plausible explanation.


The Norse Greenlanders were meat eaters. They raised cattle and sheep, which were the mainstays of their diet. One of the reasons that Erik the Red called Greenland Greenland was that he knew it would attract settlers. They’d focus on the word “green,” think it would be a great place for their sheep and cattle to graze, and they’d move there in a flash.




And that’s just what happened. For years the Norse Greenlanders raised their livestock and coexisted with the native Inuit population. During the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, however, there was a mini ice age in the Northern Hemisphere and the grasslands started dying out. The Norse Greenlanders couldn’t feed their cattle and sheep, so the animals started dying out as well.


Something radical needed to be done. They had to change the way they lived. But the rigid structure of their society didn’t allow for full-scale paradigm adjustment. They had an example of a way to survive right in front of their faces. The Inuit culture revolved around fishing. They ate fish, burned fish oil, and traded fish for hundreds of years—that’s how they thrived. But the Norse Greenlanders were cow people: They ate cows, and they slavishly followed Sacred Cows. They saw a functioning model of how to survive Greenland’s changing climate, but they couldn’t or wouldn’t adapt to it.


There is no direct archaeological evidence that suggests that the Norsemen ever ate any fish. Even when their crops were killed and they were reduced to eating the newborn calves right down to the hooves (which, by the way, are delicious in a spicy red sauce). When the calves were gone, they ate their household pets (also nice in a fiery marinara or puttanesca).


The most likely fate that befell the Norse Greenlanders was that the entire settlement died of starvation. The Inuits, meanwhile, continue to prosper on Greenland. And fishing is still the island’s primary source of income.


In many ways, the demise of the Norse Greenlanders is a perfect metaphor for the dangers of the Sacred Cow. They stuck with what had made them successful, ignoring a changing environment, until the very philosophy that used to work for them ended up wiping them out.




prattle


We’ll level with you: We called this section “prattle” because it rhymes with “battle” and “cattle.” The following example has nothing to do with Ancient Rome, Norse Greenland, or childish baby talk. Although it is about Hollywood, so perhaps “prattle” isn’t such a misleading title after all.


Just as there were Sacred Cows that dictated the ways they fought in the classical world and ate in the Arctic, there are Sacred Cows that rule the making of movies too. Here are three industry-wide, generally accepted Hollywood Sacred Cows about how to craft a hugely successful film: Blockbusters Can’t Be Longer Than Two Hours, Blockbusters Can’t Have Sad Endings, Blockbusters Shouldn’t Be About Real Historical Events Because Everyone Knows The Ending.


Okay. So, there are your rules—go make your movie. If you followed these rules you could have made ET, Men in Black, Wedding Crashers, and Finding Nemo. And, if you have made all those movies, please give us a call because we need a loan to purchase Guam.


There is one blockbuster, however, that you couldn’t have made if you followed these Sacred Cows. And this is the block-bustiest of all blockbusters.


In 1997 James Cameron made a little film about a doomed ocean liner. The movie lasted over three hours. Almost everyone in it dies. The entire audience knew before sitting down that the boat was going to sink. So even the briefest description of the film clearly shows that it rejected three inviolate precepts of moviemaking.


Regardless of all that, however, Titanic has grossed almost two billion dollars worldwide. Do you realize how much money that is? That’s two billion dollars. Two billion dollars! That’s a lot of Silly String.


We don’t know why this movie was so staggeringly successful. Frankly, we don’t even like it. It’s maudlin, trite, and we wanted to fast-forward to the boat sinking and then leave as soon as it sank. But the point is it worked. You don’t have to understand why it worked to appreciate the fact that sometimes it pays to kill a Sacred Cow.


Ultimately movies and armies and eating habits all fall under the same forces as products in the marketplace. The rules governing them are based on the past. We can ascertain what worked in the past and presume it may work in the future, but we can never know what will work in the future. Educated guesses are fine and usually lead to success. But that’s really all these Sacred Cows are: They’re educated guesses hallowed and sanctified over years of use. Employ them to your advantage. But it’s best to be flexible enough to jettison them when they no longer suit your needs.


If James Cameron hadn’t had the gumption to break those Hollywood rules, he never would have made the biggest grossing movie of all time. Instead he would have had to find a way to make-do with the paltry profits from his other bombs like Aliens, Terminator, and Terminator II. Hey, maybe we should call Cameron for the Guam loan…
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Why Sacred Cows
 Deserve To Die
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We are not philosophers, theoreticians, or brilliant academics. Frankly, we’re not even that smart. One of us didn’t break 900 on his SATs. Although, in his defense, not knowing the word “Lilliputian” is more a reflection of not having read Gulliver’s Travels than a lack of intellectual aptitude. Anyway, we all know those tests are culturally biased; we just can’t figure out which culture is catching all the breaks. Be that as it may, we have pooled our meager brainpower and come up with a reason for killing Sacred Cows that even geniuses like Copernicus, Marie Curie, and Wayne Newton have never thought of.


Sacred Cows deserve to die because, by killing them, you can save time, money, and lives. Perhaps you’re thinking that, in business, lives aren’t frequently at risk. At first blush this is true. But waiting for the second blush has bought us a fishing shack on the Delaware and a slightly used Jet Ski. These Sacred Cows of business can kill. Because if you keep wasting time and money, you’ll be broke in no time. And, if you’re broke, your husband or wife might leave, taking the house and the kids but not the mangy, farting dog. And, at that point, what have you got left to live for? QED, baby.


Blindly following firmly established rules can be a comfort for a while. But ending up poor, homeless, lonely, and smelly is nobody’s version of a happy ending. It’s essential to spot the kinds of thoughts, sayings, and directives that create tunnel vision and stymie growth. Once spotted, they need to be stamped out.


For years, we labored under the assumption that cows cannot walk backward. We thought that when they wanted to return to the barn, they had to make wide, cumbersome U-turns, like eighteen-wheelers trying to do doughnuts in a 7-Eleven parking lot. Looking back, we have no idea why we believed this piffle. Perhaps as children we were lied to by a drunken dairy farmer. Anyway, of course cows can go backward. Which shouldn’t surprise us, after all, because Sacred Cows go backward all the time. The majority of these business aphorisms revolve around how great things used to be and how much better it all was then than it is now. In that regard, studying these sayings is a lot like talking to your great-uncle Charlie. We have no idea why almost freezing to death in the Hürtgen Forest should be preferable to playing skeeball at Chuck E. Cheese’s, but Uncle Charlie certainly seems to think it is.
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