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Winning 

by Jack Welch with Suzy Welch 

If you're one to judge books by their covers, then Jack Welch's 
Winning is certain to grab your attention. The front cover features a 
grinning, smartly dressed Jack Welch, framed by a bright yellow 
background. It's hard to miss. 

Flip over to the back cover and you'll see testimonials from none other than 
Warren Buffett, Bill Gates and Rudi Giuliani. Other high praise comes from the 
editors of Fortune, Business Week and the Financial Times. As the legendary 
former head of General Electric, it's apparent from these testimonials that Jack 
Welch won himself a few friends and admirers in high places during his days as a 
top-flight CEO. In Winning, he sets out to show us exactly how he did it. 

Welch's first book, Jack: Straight from the Gut, was an instant bestseller. That 
book read mostly like a typical CEO memoir, replete with colorful stories of 
Welch's early career adventures, vivid recollections of heated boardroom 
encounters and a candid, behind-the-scenes look at the key events that helped 
propel him to unmitigated success as the head of one of the world's largest 
corporations. 

Jack Welch fans and admirers may also recall that shortly after Straight from the 
Gut hit the store shelves, Welch sat down for a one-on-one interview with Suzy 
Wetlaufer, who was then editor of the Harvard Business Review. At the time, 
Wetlaufer was recently single and Welch was still married to his second wife. Yet, 
the two immediately fell for each other, and after Welch's second divorce, Jack 
and Suzy married in April 2004. We're told that Suzy Wetlaufer — now Suzy 
Welch — was instrumental in helping him pull together his latest book. 

In Winning, Welch focuses squarely on his actual management techniques. In this 
sense, Winning reads more like a practical "how-to" guide than Welch's first 
offering. In Welch's own words: Winning is a book for the people in business who 
get their nails dirty, who hire, fire, make tough decisions, and pay the price when 
those decisions are wrong. It's a book for people in the trenches who are 
struggling to turn their companies around." And Winning will be just as useful, in 
Welch's opinion "for people just starting out in their careers, or for seasoned 
managers running multi-million dollar enterprises." 

In the first pages of Winning, Welch kicks things off with an overview of his core 
management values, which include "candor, differentiation among employees, 
and inclusion of all voices in decision-making." He also surveys a broad range of 
key issues facing modern companies or organizations, such as the importance of 
employee differentiation, and other common people-management issues. 

From there, Welch moves quickly into a discussion of winning leadership, and the 
qualities that make for a highly effective leader. He then takes a more personal 
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turn towards the end of his book, with a focus on individual career issues — how 
to find the right job, get promoted, and deal with a bad boss. 

Finally, he ties it all up with a highly entertaining section that touches on the 
human side of great leaders. In it, Welch revisits the most interesting questions 
he's received in the last several years while traveling the globe addressing 
audiences of executives and business-school students. Welch also leaves us with 
some solid words of wisdom on how to maintain work-life balance. 

If all that sounds good to you, and you're eager to find out more about what 
Winning has in store, then by all means read on … 

Winning Corporate Values 

According to Jack Welch, the words "mission and values" are among the most 
abstract, overused, and misunderstood terms in business today. 

In his view, a good mission statement and supporting set of values must never 
come across as wishy-washy or too academic. He believes they have to be "so 
real they smack you in the face with their concreteness." Your mission statement 
needs to announce exactly where you are going. There should be no ambiguity. 

Moreover, he says, a proper mission statement needs to answer one key 
question: How do we intend to win in this business? This question is defining. It 
requires companies to make choices about people, investments and other 
resources, and it prevents them from falling into the common mission trap of 
asserting they will be all things to all people at all times. The question also forces 
companies to delineate their strengths and weaknesses in order to assess where 
they can profitably play in the competitive landscape. 

Welch recommends that everyone in your company be given an opportunity to 
have input into its value statement. Getting full participation when you're 
formulating a value statement really makes a difference, he says. It gives you 
more insights and more ideas, and most importantly, at the end of the process 
you'll have more extensive buy-in. 

Naturally, an open, participatory process can't happen overnight. It will take time, 
and an enormous amount of commitment. But Welch is confident it will be worth it 
in the end. "Take the time," he says. "Spend the energy, and make it real." 

Winning Personal Values 

Like all great managers, Jack Welch is uncompromising when it comes to living-
out his personal values, including the most important value of all — candor, which 
he calls "the biggest dirty little secret in business." 

Even during his early years at GE, Welch was always a huge proponent of 
candor. He believes that a general lack of candor in many businesses today is 
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blocking smart ideas, fast action, and "keeping good people from contributing all 
the stuff they've got." Too often, fearful employees believe they have to avoid 
conflict above all else, and they tend to sugar coat bad news in order to maintain 
appearances. They also tend to hoard information, and it's all very damaging. 

According to Welch, workplace candor leads to winning in three main ways: 

1. First, and foremost, candor gets more people in the conversation. Two 
heads are always better than one. 

2. Second, candor generates speed. When ideas are in everyone's face, they 
can be debated rapidly, expanded and enhanced, and immediately acted 
upon. This is an absolute necessity in today's global marketplace. 

3. Third, candor cuts costs — it eliminates meaningless meetings and "B.S. 
reports that confirm what everyone already knows."  

From the day Jack Welch joined GE, to the day he was named CEO twenty years 
later, his bosses regularly cautioned him about his candor. More than once, he 
was labeled as "abrasive" and was consistently warned that his candor would 
soon get in the way of his career. Now that his GE career is over, Welch says that 
it was his candor that, more than anything else, helped make it all work. "So many 
more people got into the game, so many voices, and so much energy."  

Winning Management Techniques 

If there is one of Jack Welch's management techniques that to this day still 
pushes buttons with his critics, it is his calculated practice of employee 
differentiation. He has seen employee differentiation transform companies from 
mediocre to outstanding, and although some might disagree, Welch remains 
convinced it is as morally sound as any modern management system can be. 

Welch believes that companies win when their managers make a clear and 
meaningful distinction between top- and bottom-performing people, and when 
they routinely cultivate the strong and cull the weak. "Winning leaders only invest 
where the payback is the highest," he says. 

Put simply, differentiation among people is a process that requires managers to 
assess their employees and separate them into three categories in terms of 
performance: top 20 percent, middle 70, and bottom ten. Then — and this is the 
key element — it requires managers to act on that distinction. 

When people differentiation is real, the top twenty percent of employees are 
showered with bonuses, stock options, praise, love, training, and a variety of other 
rewards. They are the best and they are treated that way. 

Similarly, the middle 70 percent are managed differently. They are the majority of 
your employees, and for that reason alone, are also enormously valuable. 
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According to Welch, the major challenge here is keeping the middle 70 engaged 
and motivated. So much of managing this middle group is about thoughtful goal 
setting, and identifying people with potential to move up. 

"As for the bottom 10 percent," writes Welch, "there's no sugar coating it — they 
have to go." But perhaps this isn't as ruthless as it seems. According to Welch, 
one of the best things about differentiation is that people in the bottom 10 percent 
of organizations very often go on to successful careers at companies and in 
pursuits where they truly belong and where they too can excel. 

Protecting people who don't perform hurts the employees themselves as much as 
it hurts your company, argues Welch. For years they are thoughtlessly carried 
along with everyone looking the other way. Then a downturn occurs, and layoffs 
are necessary. The "nice" underperformers are almost always the first to go, 
because no one has ever told them the truth about their results, or lack thereof. 
This often happens when the underperformers are in their late forties or fifties; 
they've been carried along for most of their careers. "Then suddenly," says Welch, 
"at an age when starting over can be very tough, they are out of a job with no 
preparation or planning and a kick in the stomach they may never get over." 

If you want the best people on your team, Welch is adamant that you need to face 
up to differentiation. Sitting high atop corporate America, he's seen countless 
people-management systems over the years, and doesn't know of any that do it 
better — with more transparency, fairness and speed. Differentiation, like candor, 
clarifies business and makes it run better in every way. 

Winning Business Strategies 

Over the last couple of years, while Welch was out promoting his first book, he 
claims he often heard other "experts" talking about business strategy as if it were 
some kind of "high-brained scientific methodology." But nothing could be further 
from the truth, he argues. For Jack Welch, business strategy is a living, breathing, 
totally dynamic game. It's fun, and fast. And most of all, it's alive. 

"Forget the arduous, intellectualized number crunching and data grinding that too 
many management ‘gurus' say you have to go through to get strategy right," says 
Welch. "Forget the endless scenario planning, yearlong studies, and hundred-
page reports. In real life, strategy is very straightforward. You pick a general 
direction and implement like hell. If you want to win, ponder less, and do more!" 

Welch has discovered that business strategy is an iterative process, and not 
nearly as life-and-death as some would have us believe. When you strip away all 
the noise and babble, he says, strategy is simply about resource allocation. 
Strategy means making clear-cut choices about how to compete. You cannot be 
everything to everybody (that holds true even if you're running GE!), no matter 
what the size of your business or how deep your pockets. 

In such changing times, Welch argues that business strategies — provided they're 
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headed in the right general direction and are broad enough — don't really need to 
change all that often, especially if they are supplemented with fresh initiatives. 

When developing your own strategy, Jack recommends three basic steps: 

1. Come up with a "big aha" for your business — a broad idea that's smart, 
realistic and able to deliver a sustainable competitive advantage. 

2. Put the right people in the right jobs to drive the "big aha" forward. 
3. Relentlessly seek out best practices to achieve your "big aha," from inside 

and outside your company then adapt them, and continually improve them.  

Once again, the first step is to figure out the "big aha" to gain sustainable 
advantage — in other words, a big meaningful insight on how to win. To do that, 
Welch says you and your management team need to thoroughly debate, grapple 
with, and finally answer a series of tactical questions. These include: 

 What does the playing field look like now: Who are your competitors? 
What are their strengths and weaknesses? Where do you fit in? Who are 
your main customers and how do they buy? What are the drivers of 
profitability? 

 The next set of questions brings the players on the field to life: What has 
each competitor done in the past year to change the playing field? Has 
anyone introduced game-changing new products or new technologies? 

 Next compare the answers to the above questions with this next set to 
determine if you are leading the market or chasing it: What have you done 
in the past year to change the competitive playing field? 

 The next question in this set is the one that most people miss. Most people 
underestimate the power and capabilities of their competitors and, 
according to Welch, this can be a fatal mistake. "You can't be too 
paranoid," he says. Here is the question: What scares you the most in the 
year ahead — what one or two things could a competitor do to nail you? 

 And the final set: What can you do to change the playing field — is it an 
acquisition … a new product or service? What can you do to make 
customers stick to you more than ever before, AND more than to anyone 
else?  

The different way people in your organization answer these questions will 
astonish you and will offer many, many valuable insights. 

Clever questions aside, Welch knows that any strategy — no matter how smart — 
is dead on arrival unless a company brings it to life with people; the right people. 
Strategy also means matching those people with the right jobs. 

While it has been said that worrying too much about implementation details and 
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best practices will not deliver a sustainable competitive advantage because they 
are so easy to copy, Welch feels that is nonsense. He feels that attention to detail 
is not only integral to making strategy happen; it also provides a sustainable 
advantage if you're committed to continuous improvement. 

It may be true, he says, that once a best practice is out there everybody can 
imitate it, but companies that win don't simply imitate they also work hard to 
improve on the best practices. These companies that are always looking for a 
better way are filled with energy, curiosity and a spirit of can-do. "Don't tell me that 
isn't a competitive advantage!" says Welch. 

"Great new product and service ideas, and potential opportunities for growth are 
popping out everywhere these days, and have actually become the norm. Your 
business needs more than great ideas to thrive. Along with getting the right 
people in place, finding best practices is all part and parcel of implementing the 
hell out of your big aha. And it's also the most fun." 

Winning Leadership 

No matter what the situation, or who your audience is, Welch believes there are a 
few basic techniques of leadership that will always, always work in creating a 
winning company. He refers to these as his seven rules of leadership: 

1. Leaders relentlessly upgrade their team, using every encounter as an 
opportunity to evaluate, coach, and build self-confidence. They take every 
opportunity to inject self-confidence into those who have earned it. So give 
praise generously, says Welch, and the more specific the better. 

2. Leaders make sure people not only see the vision, but also live and 
breathe it too. Welch points out that there were many times where he 
talked about the company's vision and direction so much in one day that 
he was completely sick of hearing it himself. But he stuck with it anyway. 

3. According to Welch, leaders have to get into everyone's skin, exuding 
positive energy and optimism. Unhappy tribes have a tough time winning. 

4. Leaders also have to establish trust by giving credit where it's due. They 
never cheat their own people by stealing an idea and claiming it as theirs. 

5. Leaders have the courage to make unpopular dec 

 


