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Overview 

“Every moment in business happens only once.” 

Are there lessons that can help a startup create 
something new and become a sustainable business that 
went from 0 to 1? While it is far simpler to tweak 
existing models, no billion-dollar business idea can be 
reinvented. Although searching for your own unique 
path can feel like hoping for a miracle, every successful 
organization was created through one of these miracles 
– why should yours be any different? The author is a 
billionaire venture capitalist who co-founded Paypal 
with Elon Musk. He shares his insights on successful 
startups, such as how to focus on product development 
versus sales, and how to first follow the competition 
before turning a unique technological advantage into 
an uncontested monopoly. 

“Every time we create something new, we go from 0 to 1.” 

Chapter 1. The Challenge of the Future 

Always question established concepts and rethink 
business from the ground up. There are 2 types of 
progress: horizontal and vertical. While some people 
believe that horizontal globalization will define the 
future, author Peter Thiel believes vertical technology 
is the key to creating successful, sustainable startups. 

x Horizontal progress involves copying what has 
been created, making it cheaper or more efficient 
(like China). On a macro scale, this is globalization. 

x Vertical progress involves going from 0 to 1 – 
creating something new where nothing previously 
existed. Vertical progress is far more difficult, as 
humans struggle to imagine things that do not exist 
yet. At a macro level, this progress is “technology”
– new and innovative ways of doing things. 

“A new company’s most important
strength is new thinking.” 

Chapter 2. Party Like It’s 1999 

“The first step to thinking clearly is to 
question what we think we know about the past.” 

By the mid-1990s, the United States was in a recession, 
soldiers were dying, job competition was intensifying, 
and Silicon Valley was falling behind while Japan 
prospered. Then, the creation of the first public internet 
browser in 1993 changed everything. Internet 
companies prospered as stocks rose. However, the 
“Dot-com Mania” was short-lived, lasting only from 
1998 to 2000. Thiel, who was running PayPal in 1999 
with Elon Musk, expected this mania to end quickly, so 
he rushed to make deals with investors. Since he acted 
fast, he did not have to experience the fallout which 
plagued others in Silicon Valley. He learned: 

1. Make incremental advances. Having grandiose 
visions is like blowing too much air into a bubble –
it will pop. Miles of progress are made in inches. 

2. Stay lean and flexible. Do not be afraid to try new 
things and adapt your original vision. 

3. Improve on the competition. First get your brand 
recognized and trusted by offering an improved 
version of an existing product. Build a customer 
base first, and then the real ingenuity can begin. 

4. Focus on your product, not sales. Technology is 
about product development, not distribution. With 
a well-developed product, sales will come. 

And yet feel free to even abandon even these ideas and 
take bigger chances! Neither the above rules nor their 
opposites are true; use your own judgement and 
knowledge of the current situation to shape decisions. 

“To build the next generation of companies, we must 
abandon the dogmas created after the crash.” 

Chapter 3. Happy Companies Are Different 

Big companies are not necessarily good businesses. For 
example, airline companies have annual revenues that 


