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ACCOLADES FOR COMMON-SENSE BUSINESS

Every business person, in fact, every person, needs to consider the purpose and significance of their life and enterprise. Common-Sense Business offers such a compass.

—James Amos, former CEO of Mail Boxes Etc.

A magnum opus written in simple words and built on real-life cases, reminding every modern person what a cardinal virtue they have easily forgotten while searching in vain for “solutions.”

—Fanglu Wang, chairman, CITIC Capital (China)

Empowering business to serve the common good demands new ways of thinking about how to do strategy and make decisions. Ted Malloch and Whitney MacMillan provide a powerful idea in Common-Sense Business that has the potential to transform how all companies are run, to the benefit of shareholders, employees, and communities alike. Nothing could be more valuable!

—Mark Drewell, CEO, Globally Responsible Leadership Initiative

Thus far we have seen value only in smart organizations. This book shifts the paradigm by moving the focus from smart to wise. We all need to seriously relearn from this book.

—Jitin Goyal, president, Banking and Financial Services, Virtusa Polaris

Here is a book that is at the same time brave, deep, stirring, and practical. It is brave because it dares to speak unfashionable truths about economics, companies, and society. It is deep because it tackles philosophical issues raised by Aristotle, Aquinas, and Kant. It doesn’t just stir us up and call us to rise from our weak-kneed conformity; it is also practical, because it offers us a whole range of tools with which we can spring into action!

—Prabhu Guptara, executive director, Organizational Development, Wolfsberg (Switzerland)

This book should inspire all whom Pope Francis called the remansado, the people who move with kindness and humility. When we seem to be educating young MBAs to shoot faster than their shadow, this book makes a very compelling case to educate them to be courageous leaders, who are conscious of their decisions and that these decisions affect other people and our environment. This exceptionally good book comes just in time to help us so-called risk adversers to gain confidence and to start demanding to be called sensibles.

—Juan Pablo, Cerda CEO, TECO (Chile)

This is a most fascinating book on the much-needed transformation of economics and business from its materialistic, selfish, and reductionist form to a humanistic, prudent, and qualitative form. Common-Sense Business is required reading for businesspeople and economists—as well as for all students of these disciplines.

—Laszlo Zsolnai, professor and director, Business Ethics Center, Corvinus University Budapest (Hungary), and president, European SPES Institute, Leuven (Belgium)

This masterwork is a prime example of how to use corporate responsibility so as to reinvest in our young, talented, and gifted leaders of tomorrow. That alone reinforces its impact, which is here to stay!

—Karen Melonie Gould, author, Happy Entrepreneur Mind Set

Primum non nocere. “First, do no harm”: no harm to others, no harm to the earth, and no harm to oneself. This basic principle dictated by practical wisdom has been totally forgotten by the business world—as Ted Malloch and Whitney MacMillan show brilliantly—and replaced by a Promethean drive to unlimited profit at any cost … to others and to the earth. Already, the ancients had understood that Prometheus—the business leader—was to be chained, because once let loose, he would put fire to the universe.

—Antonin Pujos, president, French Directors Institute (France)

This book is equally as enlightening as it is instructive. From philosophical foundations and real-world examples, Common-Sense Business derives conclusions and offers a set of tools for responsible business conduct with striking clarity.

—Ernst von Kimakowitz, founder and director, Humanistic Management Center

This spectacularly insightful book identifies how recklessness has led us to the brink of disaster—and how to fix it. Every responsible executive needs common sense in business.

—Dr. Paul Zak, founding director, Center for Neuroeconomics Studies

The ancients understood the importance of virtue for a flourishing society. While today, information and know-how are often used as substitutes, this book provides a compelling case for placing the critical virtue of prudence at the centre of the global economy.

—Peter S. Heslam, director, Transforming Business, University of Cambridge

The fruit of our increasingly morally relativistic culture is clear: financial collapse, scandal, and corruption. This book uncovers the roots of good business, challenging and equipping the reader with practical guides to lead teams and build businesses on a solid foundation with transformational value. Common-Sense Business is an intellectual and practical guide for leaders who understand that as humans, in everything we do, we are meant to live holistic lives—as integral members of a community and enriched with meaning and purpose.

—Jinyoung Lee Englund, vice president, Digital Currency Council

A brilliant and very robust reminder of the risks incurred by everyone when business leaders are left without guidance and give up prudence and practical wisdom for hubris and unlimited profits. We need to replace fear and greed with common sense and the common good, as this book so thoroughly documents.

—Christopher Wasserman, founding president, Zermatt Summit Foundation (Switzerland)

Common-Sense Business is one of those special books that look backwards in order to help us look forward, and it does so in a winsome and winning way. Drawing on some of history’s greatest minds, Common-Sense Business gives practical answers to the questions asked by Occupy Wall Street, the Tea Party, and others disillusioned with global businesses that have become detached from common sense and civic responsibility.

—David W. Miller, director, Princeton University Faith & Work Initiative

Common-Sense Business is a great read. I like the way it blends philosophical discussions with examples of good and bad practice. It deserves to have very wide coverage and serious attention.

—Colin Mayer, Peter Moores Professor of Management Studies, Saïd Business School, University of Oxford


For Betty and Beth
Our anchors in common sense and affection


PREFACE

In the words of French novelist Victor Hugo, the future has many names:

For the weak it is the unattainable.

For the fearful it is the unknown.

For the bold it is the opportunity.

This bold book on common-sense business behavior aims to be the latter, for it represents and opens up opportunities for a most positive and practical way forward.

A number of years ago, I was introduced to a true gentleman and business legend named Whitney MacMillan. At the time, he was chairman and CEO of Cargill, the world’s largest privately held company, a global giant in agribusiness. Whitney had a reputation as a strict but caring leader and as a no-nonsense player. He ran a tight ship and was focused beyond belief. Because we shared a similar Scottish background and a lifelong devotion to Presbyterian values and “work ethic,” we hit it off. Whitney has clearly had a profound effect on worldwide business thinking about supply chains and commodities, but I came to appreciate the subtler side of his considerable business acumen.

I actually first met Whitney in New York City in 1979 at the Institute for East-West Security Studies (founded and run by the late John Mroz, who had a knack for bringing people together from different worlds). Whitney later came to chair the Institute, and our paths crossed more often at various annual meetings, in dialogues with Soviet dissidents and economists, and on trips to places like Poland and the USSR. We met together with the foreign minister of West Germany, Herr Hans-Dietrich Genscher, and with top brass from the Kremlin. I can still remember Whitney chairing a large meeting in Stockholm in 1990, where leading thinkers from the United States, Europe, and the USSR discussed economic reforms before the Berlin Wall came down. Some might even say such meetings helped foment the changes that were coming to pass, including the dramatic end of the Cold War.

I then encountered Whitney and his charming wife, Betty, at Yale University, where he was a significant donor and I was on the board and then later on the faculty. His philanthropic acuity matched his business sensibility, and the MacMillan Center for International and Area Studies at Yale testifies to this.

On a number of occasions, I had the benefit to interact with Whitney in closed circles. There he spoke his mind and often proved to be a contrarian and a very formidable thinker, both practically and conceptually. In the Bahamas, we met under the rubric of the Templeton Foundation to consider the nature of venture philanthropy. In Ojai, California, with the Liberty Fund, we discussed the contours of a generous society and the responsibility of business in a free-market culture. Whitney was never shy, even if he listened as much as he spoke. He exuded a kind of Midwestern common sense that was rooted in integrity and while kindly, demonstrated real authenticity. He was not a foolish or showy man, and he knew his business inside-out and outside-in, as few CEOs do.

When I approached him about this book, he was candid and said he would think about it with Betty, always ably by his side. I respected that and sent him a lengthy, detailed proposal and some texts from my earlier books, with which he was already familiar.

In September of last year, while in the United Kingdom on business (inspecting a chicken processing factory), Betty and Whitney came to our house in Woodstock, outside Oxford, and joined my wife, Beth, and I for a most delightful grouse dinner at The Feathers restaurant, a traditional Cotswold favorite. It was all rather pleasant and conversational. I didn’t hear from Whitney for a few months, and my curiosity about his disposition toward the book idea piqued. Then on New Year’s Eve, at about 11 p.m. GMT, I got a text on my iPhone. It was from Whitney, and it simply stated that Betty and he had decided to move ahead on this project and were fully supportive. We would meet numerous times thereafter to talk, collect ideas, and fashion our arguments. I learned a great deal about common sense and about “the Cargill way” in these exchanges.

It has been my true joy to have such an ally in this venture. And together, we aim to present a book accessible and enjoyable to readers from all walks of life—not just high-powered corporate. Our project brings together a number of strands of thinking that pertain to every sector of society and business—but they all center upon the virtue and practice of prudence. (In fact, our original working title for the book was “Prudence.”) While prudence is still a highly esteemed virtue in some realms of society, it is particularly to the economic field that this asset must be reintroduced.

This is because prudent behavior, framed by common sense, has largely left both the business vocabulary and the parlance of everyday thinking in economics. That is a shame. We think it must be rediscovered in order to reorient business toward a better future where human flourishing is sustainably at the center of enterprise. It can again be habituated in good business practices and systems, and it is our intention not only to restore prudence to its rightful role but also to provide a rationale—complete with case-study illustrations and helpful tools—that can begin to move companies back in this right and good common-sense direction.

That’s why at the end of this book you will find a number of audits, some exercises, and the Virtue Matrix, which are of practical use to any company, large or small, public or private, in any industry, and in any region of the world. We’d like your feedback on how these arguments and these tools have specifically benefited your business.

When we had to choose a cover for this book, like many authors, we were conflicted. We found the perfect characterization, though, as we chanced upon a suitable icon that was “hidden in plain sight”—as so many things in life often are. The very parchment of Thomas Paine’s tract on Common Sense, so important to American history, seemed apt. It represents both a value firmly rooted in the virtue of prudent, diligent, honest work and a demonstration of viable stewardship—the American founding. Nothing could be more fitting to symbolize what we believe is still necessary centuries later: prudent business, based in common sense, that sustainably enriches humanity from sea to shining sea (and beyond).

This notion of economic stewardship implies a responsibility that humans have been charged with to care for all of the gifts (“resources” is the word the moderns would use) that we have been given, so as to preserve and pass them on to others and to future generations. In essence, it all boils down to trust; we humans, even in our business lives, are trustees.

Theodore Roosevelt Malloch and Whitney MacMillan

December 2016

Wayzata, Minnesota


OBITUARY FOR COMMON SENSE

Lori Borgman1

Common Sense, a.k.a. C.S., lived a long life but died from heart failure at the brink of the millennium. No one really knows how old he was; his birth records were long ago entangled in miles and miles of bureaucratic red tape. Known affectionately to close friends as Horse Sense and Sound Thinking, he selflessly devoted himself to a life of service in homes, schools, hospitals, and offices, helping folks get jobs done without a lot of fanfare, whooping, and hollering.

Rules and regulations and petty, frivolous lawsuits held no power over C.S. A most reliable sage, he was credited with cultivating the ability to know when to come in out of the rain, the discovery that the early bird gets the worm, and how to take the bitter with the sweet.

C.S. also developed sound financial policies (don’t spend more than you earn), reliable parenting strategies (the adult is in charge, not the kid), and prudent dietary plans (offset eggs and bacon with a little fiber and orange juice).

A veteran of the Industrial Revolution, the Great Depression, the Technological Revolution, and the Smoking Crusades, C.S. survived sundry cultural and educational trends including disco, the men’s movement, body piercing, whole language, and new math. C.S.’s health began declining in the late 1960s when he became infected with the If-It-Feels-Good, Do-It virus.

In the following decades, his waning strength proved no match for the ravages of overbearing federal and state rules and regulations and an oppressive tax code. C.S. was sapped of strength and the will to live as the Ten Commandments became contraband, criminals received better treatment than victims, and judges stuck their noses in everything from Boy Scouts to professional baseball and golf.

His deterioration accelerated as schools implemented zero-tolerance policies. Reports of six-year-old boys charged with sexual harassment for kissing classmates, a teen suspended for taking a swig of Scope mouthwash after lunch, girls suspended for possessing Midol, and an honor student expelled for having a table knife in her school lunch were more than his heart could endure.

As the end neared, doctors say C.S. drifted in and out of logic but was kept informed of developments. Finally, upon hearing about a government plan to ban inhalers from 14 million asthmatics due to a trace of a pollutant that may be harmful to the environment, C.S. breathed his last.

Services will be at Whispering Pines Cemetery. C.S. was preceded in death by his wife, Discretion; one daughter, Responsibility; and one son, Reason. He is survived by two step-brothers, Half-Wit and Dim-Wit.

Memorial contributions may be sent to the Institute for Rational Thought. Farewell, Common Sense. May you rest in peace.

NOTES

1.     Lori Borgman, “The Death of Common Sense,” blog post (March 15, 1998), loriborgman.com.


INTRODUCTION

The only thing a person can never have too much of is common sense.

—Kathryn Smith

Early on the freezing cold morning of January 10, 1776, in Philadelphia, a forty-seven-page booklet was published that would go on to change American and indeed world history. It was the watershed moment in the American Revolution. The publication was called Common Sense, and its author was Thomas Paine. The arguments contained in the petite volume galvanized opposition to the Crown and catalyzed the political movement to independence.

Paine had been born in Britain and had only immigrated to America in 1774 at the suggestion of Benjamin Franklin. Writing for the Pennsylvania Magazine under the pseudonyms of Atlanticus, Aesop, and Vox Populi, he lashed out at the folly and wrongs of British rule. His common-sense opus, written in language every common person could understand, had instant and dramatic effect. Striking a chord with colonist conscience, it was rapidly translated into many languages, reprinted thousands of times over, and circulated widely. It did nothing less than convince Americans who were undecided on the issue of independence that they should unite and separate.

Paine considered the content of his pamphlet to be a plain truth (which was, at first, his working title), clear to all right-thinking, rational persons. He had borrowed the phrase from its earlier use in England (as early as the fourteenth century), where it was considered a sense very much like our other senses. They were called the “five wits,” and the “common” sense united them into a useful whole.

Like that powerful expression of the American consciousness, today we need another jolt of common sense—this time in business. We need it to restore faith in the market and wealth creation and also to give common people, regular business men and woman in America and around the world, a prudent voice for creating a better future.

Unfortunately, it is often said that common sense is not as common as it ought to be. Possibly the best recent spokesperson for common sense was Ronald Reagan. In his farewell address, the fortieth president defined his time in office as “a rediscovery of our values and our common sense.” Actually from the very start of his career, Reagan dedicated his tenure to his belief in the idea that society “could be operated efficiently by using the same common sense practiced in our everyday life, in our homes, in business and private affairs.”

Today, some decades later, responsible, purposeful business leaders are taking up this mantle and laying claim to the phrase “common-sense business.” What exactly does this mean, and how does it work? What truths do we hold as self-evident in a common-sense framework, and what are the benefits—to leaders, employees, shareholders, and communities, and most critically to companies themselves?

In the field of economics, common-sense behavior has been seen as saving more money when one is faced with an uncertain future; it’s part of “risk aversion.” The so-called precautionary saving motive is one of many faulty principles of this dismal science. In economics’ cousin, accounting, prudence is a fundamental concept. It determines the time at which revenue can be recognized, which is not an unimportant or inconsequential event. Lawyers also still abide by the “prudent man rule,” a nearly two-hundred-year-old judgment method appealing to common sense. Some governments have even established prudential conduct authorities, intended to guide fiscal choices in a better direction after the financial crisis.

Arguably the most dominant organization on the planet, the Catholic Church has insisted on maintaining the virtue of prudence in all ventures, making it part of its standard for belief and practice, the Catechism: “Prudence is the virtue that disposes practical reason to discern our true good in every circumstance and to choose the right means of achieving it.”1 It goes on to conclude with some sound advice: “The prudent man looks where he is going.”2

If prudent behavior is right reason in action—or as we define it, the natural intelligence that is available to all rational people doing business—then why has it been mostly abandoned, forfeited in more recent times and nearly totally forgotten by our postmodern culture and governments? (That is, except for Reagan, and now President Trump.) Let’s trace the history of common sense’s demise, for in so doing, we can discover avenues for its possible resurrection.

Where We Lost Common Sense

I hope you enjoyed reading Lori Borgman’s “obituary” at the front of this book. What she put cleverly into words around the turn of the recent century had been happening for many more years before that. Let’s start with a hero of common sense, Aristotle.

For Aristotle, any conception of “the good life” employed practical wisdom. This wisdom, put into action, was prudence, and it was a virtue rooted not in meditation but experience. According to Aristotle, experience teaches us how to relate universal truths to particular situations, and it underscores the variety of individual circumstance. Wisdom leads to prudence, which leads to action, which leads to experience and more wisdom.

As social beings, humans act. (Sociologists call us “actors,” because that’s what we do.) We achieve certain ends and do so in conjunction with other ends, pursuing the state of wellness that Aristotle knew as eudemonia. In his Nicomachean Ethics, he stated, “Prudence is that virtue of the understanding which enables men to come to wise decisions about the relation to happiness of the goods and evils.”

Nine hundred years later, phronesis was the Latin translation of prudence (common sense) for Thomas Aquinas and other Church fathers as they incorporated Aristotelian ideas into their theological framework and moral theology.

By the time of Thomas Hobbes, however, at the start of the modern era, we witness a complete rejection of such thinking. Hobbes rejected prudence as a proper concept in philosophy, casting it aside as mere conjecture. This turned ethics on its head, as prudence was demoted from a virtue to a tattered theory.

During the Scottish Enlightenment, Adam Smith (first and foremost a moral philosopher, and later the founder of economics) tried to revivify prudence and reconnect it to morality. An entire section of his opus, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, is devoted to the virtue of prudence as a form of common sense. The heavy influence of Stoicism can be seen in Smith’s contribution to the concept of prudence. He saw it as an aspect of self-command or self-control over one’s desires and emotions. Thinking as he did about the rising wealth of nations, Smith envisioned using prudence to make men “fit for society.” The virtues of a sound economy for him corresponded to those of the “prudent man.” Prudence was thus transformed back into a virtue—this time both economic and moral.

Today, however, prudence/common sense is hardly the supreme virtue it once was, if it is held as a virtue at all. This may be in part because we have abandoned the idea of a telos, a noble purpose guiding our actions into the future, in most of business and public life. Moral norms have been relativized and separated from both personal and business decisions. Prudence as an intellectual practice, signifying an excellence of the mind and of character, has come to be replaced by preferences and the leveraging of opportunity to get what we want (or think we need).

When we are required to define life as random chaos without order or spiritual/noble purpose, gratification must be instantaneous or it’s not gratifying at all. Why wait? Why not just do as you please, and as your senses drive you to consume, right now? Do so immediately, without any thought for tomorrow, let alone next year or the distant future for generations to come, for your business organization, for society. Modern individuals and especially businesses cannot delay desire in the present, even if in so doing, we could take steps to satisfy ourselves better later in time. This is why our budget priorities are ridiculous and our debt is out of control. It is why companies often take extreme risks.

Recent studies show that MBA students leave business school with even less regard for ethical standards than they had upon arrival. They are taught that “dog-eat-dog” survival means there is not really much room for ethics in business. Human judgment, it seems, has been replaced with algorithms. In economic theory, managerial freedom is reduced to zero and no longer viewed positively. Corporate responsibility is considered a cost to be minimized.

Economic theory has reduced human agency to the narrow confines of homo economicus, the mythical man who is constantly maximizing profits and never makes decisions that don’t hinge on rate of return. For h. economicus, there is no long-term thinking, no delayed gratification, no virtuous relationships with the larger society, and certainly no personal sacrifice for the common good. Although this bears no resemblance to how people actually behave, we allow the model to dominate our business decisions. Where there is no leeway for free managerial decision making (since, as we are often told, market forces dictate everything anyhow), there is also no space for the exercise of the virtues that compose common sense.

Economics has lost his way; it used to be closely related to the social and political sciences, but in an effort to become more “scientific,” economists pushed values (and with it, real life, since all people hold values) to the outside of their field. Having shifted their field, they were forced to redefine people—as wholly self-interested, always maximizing, and predictable where money is concerned. They lost sight of the common good and replaced it with “aggregate interest.” They lost sight of a healthy society and replaced it with a mass of individuals—who (as many as can) are out to get as much as they can as fast as they can.

Following such economic leads creates a state where managers can’t invest in long-term societal good, sustainable practices, or humanistic management (unless they can somehow engineer a short-term profit from it). CEOs with strong convictions are called to abstain from them and follow the path of least resistance, swallowing their ethical angst. After all, their compensation is closely tied to short-term performance, so why shoot yourself in the foot just for an intrinsic value you can’t even buy or sell?

This is not to say that economics ought not inform business at all. But it should be centered on the actual human condition. A paradigm shift toward more corporate responsibility is very much in the interest of corporations! The public, in the face of so many calamities, is refusing to wear the h. economicus straitjacket and is starting to demand that managers as a matter of course are capable of being held responsible for more than their bottom lines.

Bringing Common Sense Back

We can conclude that any resurrection of the notion of common sense in business will require a rejection of the modernist approach—and this will have profound consequences. Our narrowed perspective has turned prudence into a utility or even worse, some kind of cleverness possessed only by the few and gifted. But it is in fact the virtue par excellence for guiding us into an uncertain and ever riskier future. This will demand self-attention but also thoughtful social interaction in our modern setting.

This is because while prudence (an indispensable core of common sense business) may start with the individual, it culminates in our actions together in society. Businesses in particular must implement ethical management as their “core competency” for acting in responsible and humane ways. In this sense, business must in the first instance appeal to common sense and experience—not to some ideology.

As for the economists, they must enter the future with an honest assessment of the professed neutrality of their field. When intrinsic things like faith and spirituality, values, ideas, human life, and aesthetic phenomena are monetized, they are by definition being evaluated and ranked, usually far under financial gain, which holds the highest place. This is far from “neutral,” and to insist so is a total illusion.

What we need to achieve is a leap forward into the past, a time when philosophers considered economics part and parcel of the common good, not an adversary to it. Business education, at every level—for MBAs, EMBAs, and executive education—should prepare managers and executives to employ quantitative methods in the service of qualitative evaluations arising from well-reasoned, circumspect, and balanced judgments. And this is too rarely the case at present.

But the winds of change are blowing. Corporations have begun to protect their own longevity by assuring a stable demand for their products rather than by maximizing profits in the shortest term. Others have discovered social entrepreneurship. More than a few have chosen to go down an even more revolutionary, virtuous path—where managers are not viewed as factoids or powerless pawns but rather responsible decision makers. And their decisions always involve qualitative acts of judgment based on common sense for the common good.

In truth, the workings of the economy are not as mysterious as we make them out to be. “The economy” is no more and no less than what “we, the people” do or don’t do in terms of business transactions. There is not one rigid set of economic laws that applies everywhere and at all times. Rather, the behavior of individual economic agents changes the “laws” that generalize that very behavior. Hence, there is no other way to find out whether ethical forms of doing business hurt or help the bottom line than to try them out by using plain old common sense. And here then is the good news. Studies have shown that ethical and patient/sustainable practices do not hurt competitiveness; they have been found to be more than slightly positive.

The possibility for financially viable ethics exists. Consequently, there is a moral responsibility to use it well. Recovering common sense in your business is a leadership journey that builds on competence, grows with authority, is aligned with other virtues, and is grounded on the four Ps of common sense business. The next chapter will explain what we mean.

NOTES

1.     Catechism of the Catholic Church, section 1806.

2.     Ibid., quoting Proverbs 14:15.


PART I:

COMMON-SENSE BUSINESS


CHAPTER 1

WHAT IS COMMON-SENSE BUSINESS?

What it takes to do a job will not be learned from management courses. It is principally a matter of experience, the proper attitude, and common sense—none of which can be taught in a classroom.

—Hyman G. Rickover

Common sense is in spite of, not the result of, education.

—Victor Hugo

Recall from the introduction that we referred to the four Ps of common-sense business. This is our way of simplifying a complex reality. Because of modernism, a lot of the skills, natures, and virtues of common-sense business don’t come as naturally as they used to. This book itself is also a simplification of what might end up being very complicated—possibly even a complete overhaul of your firm once you’ve jumped into common-sense business with both feet.

So we’ve designed the book to be both deeply informative and immediately useful. To these ends, each part serves an important purpose. Part I expounds upon the four Ps of common sense, as we have developed them (see below). Part II is all about common-sense business around the globe. We include case studies from Norway, Canada, Britain, Japan, India, and Germany—with an in-depth look at a major success story out of Germany. Part III houses some practical tools for you to implement now, advises on how common sense can be applied in the not-for-profit sector, and then ends with some examples of more new companies practicing common-sense business.

The Four Ps of Common-Sense Business

[image: image]

The four Ps of common-sense business are traits that describe the business person who is so desperately needed today: prudent, patient, principled, and practical. You’ll see these themes come up a lot in this book, especially in this part I. Chapter 2 is all about prudence, with lessons from an ancient text surprisingly relevant for today. Chapter 3 discusses patience in business through a discussion of patient capital. Chapter 4 is about principled decision making, and chapter 5 gets very practical, with ideas for developing common sense in yourself and others. Chapter 6 introduces what we consider one of the best tools for big-picture planning and decision making: the Virtue Matrix (originally envisioned by Roger L. Martin). Then in chapter 7, we give some real-world examples of common-sense business (or lack of it). We present an example of a major disappointment, a turnaround story, a smart move forward, and a new company addressing an old problem in a brilliant, common-sense way. Chapter 8 goes more in-depth with a classic common-sense company that’s withstood the test of time.

Common sense in business is primed for a comeback. It is high time for more practical wisdom and less irrational behavior. This book shows how, why, and where it is being done, and more importantly, how you can do it, too.


CHAPTER 2

LESSONS IN PRUDENCE FROM ANCIENT WISDOM1

The prudent man always studies seriously and earnestly to understand whatever he professes to understand, and not merely to persuade other people that he understands it.

—Adam Smith

With all the talk today of being future-oriented and trend-forward, taking time for reflection on the wisdom of antiquity may seem like a waste of time. But here we make an appeal to the perspective of ancient wisdom as the original form of common sense.

In today’s modern—or postmodern—world, we can become so jaded that little intrigues us anymore. But those who have enough forethought to look backwards can still actually be amazed at the contemporary relevance of the ancient texts. Whether the common sense is found in the Analects of Confucius, the Analytics of Aristotle, or the epigrams of the biblical book of Proverbs, it expresses a profound sense of humanity’s potential—both good and bad. The words sound old-fashioned, but the truths are timeless; we will always have among us “the sluggard” and “the wicked,” as well as “the upright” and “the beneficent.”

Written before a time when we were tossed around by every tweet, ancient wisdom texts are rooted in thoughtful observation of practical consequences. They speak to everyday living as well as to community (we could say, corporate and business) life. So what does ancient wisdom from the Bible have to say to us who are looking for firm common-sense footing in our ever-shifting business worlds?

Lessons from Proverbs

Reading Proverbs can be disturbing. Like morning sun after a late night, its 930 sayings can be irritatingly bright. It can also be like the mirror we prefer not to look into first thing in the morning! Here is candor, honesty, and criticism that leaves little room for our excuses. Yes, Proverbs can at times state the obvious and seem to some offensive; more often, it speaks with compelling common sense and invites careful consideration.
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