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Overview 

Little bets is about quickly iterating on low-cost, low-
risk small experiments to rapidly hone in onto a viable 
solution. It’s about focusing on the effort required, 
rapidly prototyping, and maximizing how much you 
learn. This is contrary to extensively planning a big (yet 
risky) single idea. This book describes details about the 
little bets mindset, and showcases specific examples 
from personal, professional, and military life. 

“Little Bets is based on the proposition that we can use
a lot of little bets and certain creative methods to 

identify possibilities and build up to great outcomes.” 

Introduction 

There are 2 types of innovators: conceptual and 
experimental. Conceptual innovators are exceptionally 
rare, as they’re typically born with creative genius (e.g. 
Mozart), while experimental innovators are much more 
common (e.g. Chris Rock, Jeff Bezos, Bill Hewlett and 
David Packard, Thomas Edison). Experimental 
innovators often utilize the “little bets approach”: 

x Experiment with new ideas. 
x Freely play around and improvise ideas. 
x Define specific problems before solving them. 
x Reorient your ideas based on their successfulness. 
x Iterate this process, focusing on the ideas that have 

been shown to work. 

Chapter 1. Big Bets Versus Little Bets 

HP founders Bill Hewlett and David Packard had 
learned users’ needs by asking them directly, thus 
allowing them to solve specific customer problems. The 
U.S. Army also uses the little bets approach. U.S. Army 
strategists used to strictly rely on information they 
already had, but now the military utilizes more 
immersive tactics like living among locals in the Middle 
East. This so-called counterinsurgency approach 

requires soldiers to operate in the unknown, and to 
accept that mistakes will be made along the way. 

Research on the “little bets” approach, done by
Professor Saras Sarasvasthy’s from the University of 
Virginia, shows that it helps us focus on what we can 
afford to lose, instead of on what we might gain, known 
as the “affordable loss principle”. 

Chapter 2. The Growth Mind-set 

“Of course, no one likes failing. But that’s not the 
point. Our creative capacities won’t be liberated

unless we let go of the subconscious need to 
always be perfect or have the immediate answer.” 

Taking little bets doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be
ambitious. You can set big goals, but accept that there 
will be inevitable failures along the way. Failure is 
important since without it, you would never learn to 
make changes. Dr. Carol Dweck, a social psychology 
professor at Stanford University, found that there are 2 
types of mindsets people tend to have: 

1. Fixed Mindset: You blame others for your setbacks 
and treat failure as a threat to your self-worth. You 
focus on your natural ability to accomplish tasks, 
not on the effort required. 

2. Growth Mindset: You learn from your mistakes, 
and work at your weaknesses, placing importance 
on effort, not innate ability. 

Pixar’s making of the animated film The Incredibles
perfectly exemplifies a growth mindset. Pixar made 
some risky decisions, such as hiring Brad Bird to direct 
the film, despite the fact that his last animated film was 
a huge disappointed at the box office. However, it was 
Bird who ensured the success of The Incredibles. When 
faced with obstacles, he took to asking Pixar’s so-called 
“black sheep” employees for their solutions. The
Incredibles ended up costing less than Finding Nemo, 
and turned out to be a huge success. 


