
 
 

 

 
ABOUT WEALTH & (EXTRA) ORDINARY 
PEOPLE 
 
Sharing a common belief 

 

 

 
By Professor Joachim Schwass - May, 2008 

 

 

 

 

 

IMD 

Chemin de Bellerive 23 
PO Box 915, 
CH-1001 Lausanne 
Switzerland 
 

Tel: +41 21 618 01 11 
Fax: +41 21 618 07 07 
info@imd.ch  
http://www.imd.ch



ABOUT WEALTH & (EXTRA) ORDINARY PEOPLE | Sharing a common belief 

Quote 1: “Be cautious. Success comes gradually. We don’t do revolutions. We are not led 
by fashion. We are not trendy.” 

Quote 2: “Learning belongs to the future. Knowledge belongs to the past. The key to an 
agile, forward-thinking organization is to convince people they are capable of doing more 
than they thought possible. Everyone can make a difference. Whoever I run into on the 
shop floor I ask two questions – Is the coffee good? Is the cafeteria treating you right? 
What will keep us from doubling sales this year?" 

Quote 3: “Most of our companies were family-owned businesses. It’s because they share 
our long-term orientation, belief in hard work and a no-nonsense approach and respect 
for a strong corporate culture that they’re attractive investments for us. And we offer 
continuity and freedom to them. Families don’t sell to us to get the best price. They come 
to us because we have a common philosophy and make a good team." 

 

About family businesses... 

These three quotes have several common denominators. The first being their connection 
to family businesses: 

The first quote is from Dr. Wolfgang Porsche, third generation grandson of the founder 
Ferdinand and today Chairman of the supervisory board of the famous Porsche sports car 
manufacturer in Germany, when asked what were the most important lessons he has 
learned from his father. 

The second quote is from Eitan Wertheimer, second generation son of the founder Stefan 
Wertheimer and Chairman of ISCAR, headquartered in Israel, a 6.500 employee strong 
manufacturing group of metalworking tools for precision applications in many global 
industries, when asked about the lessons of his success. 

The third quote is from Warren Buffett, first generation founder and Chairman of 
Berkshire Hathaway, an investment company, based in the US state of Nebraska, when 
asked about the best companies in his group. 
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About extraordinary wealth creation… 

A second common denominator to these three organizations is the extraordinary degree of 
their success in creating wealth. 

Porsche was long seen as an exception to the rule that in order to survive in the 
automotive industry, size was the only way to go. A niche manufacturer, surviving with 
essentially one product – the famous Porsche 911, grew incrementally through an 
exceptionally strong focus on technological improvements and adjustments. Today, it is 
still a small manufacturer with just 100,000 cars produced annually, now spread over 
three different models, but it is the undisputed industry leader in profitability. This has 
enabled Porsche to acquire currently 31% of the shares of the Volkswagen group – a 
company 14 times its size! 

ISCAR was started in 1952, by Stefan Wertheimer, as a small metal-cutting business in 
northern Israel. Giving employment opportunities to the whole community was uncommon 
in those days. The development of an inquisitive and relentless culture of innovation, 
performance and pushing the limits was the foundation for phenomenal growth from an 
exporting business to a global leader. This company now has 12 manufacturing plants 
around the world, including China. 

Berkshire Hathaway, founded in 1956 by Warren Buffett, invested in publicly traded 
company shares, as well as making direct investments in privately and family-owned 
businesses. An early investment into the insurance industry provided him with access to 
capital since premiums were paid upfront creating a financial and investable float. Since 
1965, the group’s average book value has increased annually by 21,1% - compared to 
10,3% for the S&P 500-Index. 

 

About extraordinary people… 

Finally, the third common denominator to these three organizations is the approach to the 
wealth creation process. 

a) Leadership: the wealth creation process starts with the founder who eventually 
passes ownership and management control on to direct descendants in the next 
generation. The strengths are obvious: all stakeholders know who the leader is. Not 
just by name but also by their personal and family values. Founders typically 

 IMD - www.imd.ch ABOUT WEALTH & (EXTRA) ORDINARY PEOPLE Page 3/5 



ABOUT WEALTH & (EXTRA) ORDINARY PEOPLE | Sharing a common belief 

possess distinctive character traits, which are their own personal driving force. 
Often seen as uncomfortable, they tend to question commonly accepted practices. 
They frame situations differently and see opportunities where others see obstacles. 
The values that are the most important to generational continuity are, besides hard 
work, an ethical commitment to helping others and improving the life and quality of 
the communities around them. 

b) Vision and purpose: creating an affordable car for the people first and subsequently 
adapting to a more narrowly defined market segment. For Stefan Wertheimer, the 
creation of a new business had to help the communities and later on earned him 
recognition and awards for outstanding social and economic achievements in his 
country of choice. And Warren Buffett has committed to giving away the vast 
majority of his personal wealth to the benefit of others. 

c) Strategy: most consistently built on pragmatically answering the questions of “what 
are we good at and how can we systematically, incrementally and wisely grow over 
the very long term?” Private ownership requires an additional question – compared 
to the widely held public corporation: “Are we as individuals or as families still the 
best possible owners for our business, or can another owner better address the 
growth needs of our business in the future?” Eitan Wertheimer found the answer to 
this question in inviting Warren Buffett to take a majority share in ISCAR. 

These three examples are spectacular and extraordinary for their wealth creation – for the 
families, owners, employees and all stakeholders. They all share a common belief in clear, 
values driven leadership, a strong vision and purpose, and growth driven strategies to 
build sustainably for the future, for the benefit of the next generation and others. 

 

Extraordinary success by ordinary people? 

 

Professor Joachim Schwass is Professor of Family Business at IMD and Director of the 
Leading the Family Business program. 
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RELATED PROGRAMS

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
LEADING THE FAMILY BUSINESS - http://www.imd.ch/lfb 
Assuring the Continuity of Family-Owned Enterprises  
Program Director Joachim Schwass 

- Understand family business challenges and how to manage critical issues  
- Probe critical issues facing family businesses:  growth, governance, succession 

and culture  
- Benchmark best practices and network to broaden your understanding of 

successful family businesses 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
ORCHESTRATING WINNING PERFORMANCE - http://www.imd.ch/owp 
The 6-day global business program  
Program Director Bettina Buechel  

− A unique energizer: boost your performance, broaden your perspectives and 
expand your global network 

− Design the program that suits you 
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