MAKING ONE’S FORTUNE IN INDUSTRY OR IN THE SERVICE SECTOR :

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENCES?

Catherine Vuillermot and Michel Villette1

In 1975, Claude Bébéar2 took over the twenty-fourth ranking French insurance company, and a quarter of a century later, he was head of AXA, leader in the field. According to poet Jacques Prévert, in order to make a bird’s portrait, one must first draw its cage. We do not intend to extol, denounce, or imitate, but rather to understand, because business professionals are, indeed, people well known to the public, by the capital at stake, the employment they offer and the research they develop.


The studied sample was chosen from the great European and American world fortunes established over the course of the entire 20th century. Indeed, our study concerns several countries and a vast space-time framework: before 1945 (with the period’s numerous uncertainties such as war, peace, growth, crisis), the prosperous thirty-year boom period after WWII, and the Crisis (and its difficulties), the context and local considerations providing only secondary explanations. We have therefore assembled a group of capitalism champions, selected a posteriori on the sole criterion of their success, our aim being to create the ideal business professional according to Weberian logic.3 Some have created a name brand, a company; others are just beginning a new professional activity, developing a new product, taking over a company, speculating, while still others combine several of these activities. Nevertheless, it is not always easy to differentiate between industry and the service sector because some individuals move from one sector to another or become simultaneously involved in several different types of activity. What they have in common is their fortunes, considered to be an indicator of success. Only a few business professionals whose fortunes are disputed have been excluded.4

Our research is based on multiple sources.5 One-third of the documents come from historians and researchers (more of them dealing with the secondary sector than with services), one-third from independent journalists (both authorized and unauthorized works). Other sources include ordered texts (on Ingvar Kamprad, founder of IKEA6), information provided by the business professionals themselves, particularly for the service sector (J-W. Marriott, Jr. and his real estate and hotel empire7, Sam Walton of Wal Mart8 or André Essel, creator of FNAC9). On the whole, one-fourth of the source documents paint mixed portraits. Although two-thirds of them resemble hagiographies rather than scientific works, they do provide quite relevant information. Finally, only one-tenth are actually meant to be critical, satirical tracts (about Mark Rich, financier of Glencore, Richco10…), but they prove to be perfectly exploitable.


For this study, instead of creating a large-scale, but crude, statistical data base, or studying a few representative cases, we compromised and implemented an intermediary course. Forty cases were analysed using a 60-question personal questionnaire. Financial performance was studied by means of stock market results, turnover growth, the company’s net return, and the individual’s personal fortune with all the numerous inaccuracies that this might entail. The biographical code grid highlights the way the fortune was established and especially the various transactions conducted by the business professional himself or by his assistants in order to obtain this quick initial accumulation of wealth. In Politics, Aristotle distinguishes between chrematistics or the art of acquiring wealth, and economics or the art of management. The first is based on acquisition, creation and even predation, whereas the second concerns preservation. In this paper, we will deal with the first of these two notions. 


In an attempt to address the theme of this symposium “from industry to services”, this paper will concentrate on differentiating between fortunes built in the tertiary sector (trade, finance, services) and those established in industry. However, when comparing these two sectors, care must be taken because our comparisons may conceal hidden variables, such as regional differences between Europe and America and above all, variations in the means of securing fortune during different periods. 


Sam Walton describes himself as a very hard worker, whereas Vincent Bolloré11 spent his youth in the lap of luxury. Some business leaders, like L’Oréal’s François Dalle12 suffer from asthma, while others are strong and in good health. While Giovanni Agnelli13 was known to eat frugally, Jim Clark14 and Bill Gates have more extravagant taste. The former had a huge sailboat built for his own needs and the latter, an excessively large house for his family.


In accordance with Pierre Bourdieu’s logic, our work examines social, economic and cultural capital available at the onset of one’s professional career. First, a profile or Photofit of the business professional can be drawn. Then, we need to consider how he became initially involved in business. What role did market imperfections15 play and how important were they? What were the various attitudes or approaches to innovation?16 Some professionals, like Robert Noyce17, founder of Intel, mobilized the most recent knowledge and expertise of their time, resulting in important innovations. On the other hand, other businessmen, like Mac Donald’s Ray Kroc18, merely make use of the already common techniques such as frying potatoes in boiling oil. Finally, this paper will examine business procedures and practices. What procedures are used to reconcile necessary allies and ensure the company’s success? This question brings to mind Machiavelli’s The Prince: seduction and gifts coexist with secrets, threats,…. and lawsuits.

I.
Who are the Fortune-makers? or the Myth of the Self-made Man

A. A family often prospers in business19
Unlike the population taken as a whole, business professionals more often seem to be immigrants or members of cosmopolitan families. Is it the size of the American sample (also the oldest) that accounts for this finding? The Kamprad family is not of Swedish ancestry, but descends from German aristocracy. Bic20, symbol of French industry, originated in Italy. The link between origin and prosperity is not so clear.

When talking about business, politics is carefully avoided (more than 50% no answers), as if it were a different world, unrelated to business. And yet, the businessman’s language is very liberal. Those who express their opinions have right-wing political ideas (negative view of the State’s role, defense of the freedom of trade…). Being a left-winger is considered to be marginal, which is illustrated in France by the founder of FNAC, a militant of the young socialist movement.

Religious observance tends to be predominant in a given country: Catholicism in France or in Italy, protestantism in the United States. Information on this subject is often gleaned in the context of philanthropic deeds. It is true that religion is generally kept out of the business world, but to a lesser degree than politics.

From a very young age, it seems that three out of four business professionals (absolute majority) are brought up immersed in an entrepreneurial environment. On the other hand, the share of the self-employed in the working population clearly remains in the minority and is ever narrowing over time. This over-representation of milieus where people are self-employed requires further investigation: do success or even failure (some children actually experience their father’s bankruptcy and ruin) prompt them to set themselves up in business – a world which no longer holds any mystery?21 As a matter of fact, one out of three entrepreneurs comes from a family of craftsmen or shopkeepers (André Essel, Laurent Beaudoin22) and the father of one out of three is either a farmer or a company manager. For example, Carlo de Benedetti’s23 father is a Fiat subcontractor and François Dalle’s father, a brewer. It is interesting to note that no entrepreneurs have fathers who worked in a factory or as clerks, with one exception, Ray Kroc, whose father worked in an intermediary profession. This fact suggests that the idea of an absolute self-made man can, indeed, be challenged. One could therefore conclude that to gain access to the business world, one must come from a family already used to undertaking business ventures.

There is very little mention of mothers’ professions, but it is likely that, as in the rest of the overall population, many of them are homemakers without paid employment. Nevertheless, in the services sample, 25% of mothers are self-employed or work with their husbands, mainly in trade (André Essel, Sam Walton…). Bill Gates’ mother is a corporate lawyer. Business professionals very often insist more on their actions than on their past, so their grandfathers’ professions remain unknown for the most part. However, if the latter is mentioned, the background is usually the same as that of the father, mainly self-employed. This fact again emphasizes the importance of being familiar with the business world which appears as the ‘natural setting’ in which the future entrepreneur must grow.

Half of the entrepreneurs in the service sector have relatives working in business, as opposed to four out of five for those investing in industry. Shopkeeper grandfathers are far more numerous than for future industrialists. In the case of nearly half of our sample population, at least one grandfather is self-employed. Sam Walton, Lucian Benetton24 or Forrest Mars25 are good examples of this. As for Warren Buffett26, one of his grandfathers has his own grocery store and the other owns a newspaper.

If we consider the extended family, this tendency is further reinforced. Twenty percent of our sample businessmen have brothers and sisters who are also in business (Louis Renault27 was initially associated with his brother Marcel in Renault Frères), or uncles and aunts (Carlo de Benedetti and Paul Ricard28) or even cousins (Marcel Bleustein-Blanchet29, Lévitan family). Marriage also provides an opportunity to enter the world of business and reinforces the presence of self-employed individuals in our entrepreneur’s entourage: for 25% of them, their wife’s family is also involved in business. Laurent Beaudoin married the daughter of the Canadian who invented the snow-bike (Skidoo), and, despite his divorce, François Pinault30 will take over from his father-in-law, a wood dealer.

The businesses of the entrepreneurs studied are of different sizes and activity domains. There does not appear to be any particular element predisposing these people to work in business, except perhaps in craftsmanship or in small shops. However, this category is the largest numerically among the self-employed. Although no business professionals in the service sector have family in industry, one-fifth of the investors in the secondary sector do. Conversely, nearly half of the former have relatives working in large retail trade (versus 20% for the latter). Social reproduction is thus very strong. For instance, the Defforey31 family (who was behind the creation of Carrefour) has been in business since one of its ancestors, wounded in combat, obtained the concession for a tobacconist’s shop in 1812. On the eve of WWII, the Defforey company owned 100 shops and supplied more than 1200 grocers in the Lyons region (southeastern France).

Finally, to make one’s fortune in business, it is preferable to start with a minimum of family capital, a notion that takes us back to the Bourdieu theory on economic capital. Inasmuch as half of our total sample population belongs to 10% of the richest families, and an overwhelming majority of 80% comes from the richest part of the overall population, the myth of the self-made man is slightly put into question. The only real exception would be Jim Clark for the computing field. The Kamprad family runs a 449-hectare forest domain, and young Ingvar is taught by a private tutor. At the age of eleven, Warren Buffett bought his first shares. Richard Branson32 received a luxury car as a wedding gift. However, all in all, those who start a career in business appear to come from wealthier milieus than those working in the service sector, if we take the example of André Citröen33, member of a family of very rich diamond merchants, or Alfred Sloan, who restructured General Motors34.

B.  An educated and strongly-backed businessman
If we rely only on the biographies of business professionals for information concerning their educational background, we remain in the dark for about 30% of them. Their education is ordinarily played down and their professional experience emphasized, even though the former certainly influences the latter. Those who venture into business have a stock of knowledge far superior to that of the average individual, particularly when one considers that university qualifications become more rare as we go back in time. Moreover, university degrees seem quite essential for those rare individuals coming from a humble background. As a example, Jim Clark holds a PhD from MIT (Massachusetts Institute of Technology).

One out of two people whose final degree level is known obtained a higher education degree, such as Claude Bébéar’s degree from Polytechnique and Sam Walton’s MBA. As for Marriott Junior, he studied finance at the University of Utah. However, on the whole, in comparison to business executives in the service sector, industrialists seem to have obtained more post secondary degrees, and from very prestigious schools (Centrale for Bouygues35, MIT for Alfred Sloan…). Indeed, 85% of industrialists whose educational background is known have higher education qualifications, often engineering degrees, demonstrating five years of university studies rather than merely two or three. What’s more, this phenomenon is even more prevalent in the industrial sampling which is older and involved in long-established business ventures. Nevertheless, although entrepreneurs of the tertiary sector have fewer post secondary qualifications, they are not self-taught!

To succeed in business, there is one element that appears to be vital: to have professional sales experience (Mark Rich, Serge Kampf36, André Essel, Richard Branson). This is also true for those who choose to work in industry (Georges Eastman, Forrest Mars, Thomas Watson37, Paul Ricard who began his career in a family company…). However, it is interesting to note that only one-third of industrialists sought sales experience, as opposed to three-quarters of business executives working in the service sector. For industrialists, this lack of professional experience in sales is compensated by experience in both production, and research and development (Marcel Dassault38, Louis Renault…). By and large, a third acquired management experience (probably justified by the degree level), and about one-fourth, experience in finance (undoubtedly, those who continued their career in this sector like Warren Buffett). Although Bill Gates has never worked directly in sales, his motto “In business, you don’t get what you deserve, you get what you negotiate” clearly shows that he is very much aware of the importance of exchange and communication.

Some business professionals dispose of an extensive family network. For example, when he was a child, Vincent Bolloré bounced about on the laps of important politicians (Georges Pompidou) and influential businessmen like Edmond de Rothschild or Baron Empain39. In some cases, higher education allowed them to take advantage of the network of schools’ former illustrious students or alumni, further enhancing the family network. François Dalle, François Mitterrand and André Bettencourt were fellow students. The latter married the heiress to Monsavon, later to become L’Oréal. One out of every two industrialists received this support, particularly from engineering schools. On the other hand, this was not the case for those in the tertiary sector. We observe the same difference with regard to the presence or lack of an existing business network. An interesting question to examine would be the following: Do business professionals working in services (with the exception of Bull’s Kampf) generally move on to independent self-employment more quickly than industrialists who choose to invest later, their choices motivated and enhanced by more experience? 
When half of the subjects of our study sample decide to embark on a business career, they already know their future partners and assistants, and 25% of them are familiar with their customers and suppliers… For instance, Marcel Bleustein-Blanchet advertises for Lévitan furniture. This important customer is, in fact, his cousins’ company. However, potential partners are more diversified and more numerous for industrialists who also have investors, bankers… Are this sector’s financial liabilities greater?  Quite logically, these industrialists are in contact with technicians and scientists. For example, thanks to one of his former professors, Intel’s Robert Noyce was put in contact with a two-time Nobel prize winner.

A business is often initiated by several people: although Richard Branson knows very little about music, he is assisted by a cousin who is an expert in the field. In this way, a competent businessman implements John Rockefeller I’s statement: “Find a man capable of accomplishing exactly what you have in mind and then give him some elbow room.”40
Without over-generalizing, one can say that a person cannot become a business executive if he has not had a first immersion into the business world at a young age through his family. He must then begin his career with the help of a mentor who is also a successful businessman familiar with financial markets and techniques. He takes the future champion under his wing, building a strong and lasting personal relationship which may, however, become conflictual with time. To succeed in industry, the above protocol seems essential: Francis Bouygues with Freyssinet (inventor of pre-stressed concrete), François Dalle with Eugène Schuller (CEO of Monsavon, later L’Oréal), Carlo de Benedetti with Fiat’s Giovanni Agnelli, Thomas Watson with John Patterson (National Cash Register). However, to succeed in the tertiary sector, such a pattern is less common. The following is a fine example of this: a friend who also graduated from the prestigious French engineering school Polytechnique introduced Claude Bébéar to his father, president of Anciennes Mutuelles de Rouen. His father subsequently made Claude Bébéar his successor.

II
Using Available Competitive Advantages
A. Multiple and almost systematic financial advantages

The economists of the Vienna school and, especially I. Kirzner41, emphasize the fact that the entrepreneur’s role and market operations cannot be dissociated. Being a businessman means being watchful to seize any opportunity for profit-making. The economic theories dealing with imbalance and imperfect markets (information asymmetry, incomplete contracts, agents’ opportunism…) may be interpreted as the causes and means of accumulating capital used by some business professionals.

Nearly all the businessmen we studied (more than 80%) took full advantage of competitive favors for financing. Business financing does not necessarily require personal funds; in fact, this was the case for only half of the businessmen in our sample (37% of industrialists, but 60% of tertiary entrepreneurs). In 1971, Richard Branson was arrested by customs officers for tax evasion by importing and exporting records illegally. However, the proceedings were suspended because Branson was able to pay the 53,000 pound fine and avoid his 2-year prison sentence. These illegal dealings generated lucrative profit and provided him with a considerable financial base on which to build his future – legal – business. In addition, friends and relations play a prominent role which may seem surprising: one out of every two businessmen turn to them – a trend which brings us back to the idea of social capital and network.

One out of every two families is in a position to finance the beginning of a business career, and a young businessman’s inheritance can be a very useful source of capital. For instance, Alfred Sloan’s father bought him a company because the young, brilliant engineer was not able to find work due to the economic crisis at the end of the 19th century. As for Forrest Mars, in the 1930s, he obtained $50,000 from his father, enabling him to start his own business. This phenomenon is less common in the tertiary sector since, for some like Marcel Bleustein-Blanchet, founder of Publicis, necessary investment is relatively modest. However, Sam Walton’s first store, which became the springboard for Wal Mart in 1945, was actually financed by his wife’s father. Likewise, the founder of the Flo catering group, Jean-Paul Bucher42, turned to his mother-in-law to help him purchase his first brasserie. And, in 1971, Richard Branson’s aunt gave him some funds to buy a manor to be used as a recording studio.

Financial intervention from the State and public authorities almost exclusively benefits industrialists. Attractive loans (often without interest) allowed more than 25% of business professionals to obtain funds (more so for industrialists than for those working in services). Moreover, industrialists more often resort to shareholders and bankers when in need of financial backing. It is true, however, that Richard Branson, when he was twenty-one, managed to obtain a loan to set himself up in the rather unpredictable and risky music business. How did he convince the banker of his solvency?

In the case of Flo’s Jean-Paul Bucher, the temporary underestimation of the assets required to get the business going provided him with an important advantage. The prosperity of his first brasserie seemed (mistakenly) to be threatened by the relocation of the central food market in the center of Paris to the Rungis suburbs, and his second brasserie was temporarily depreciated by the May 1968 events (widespread unrest among students and workers resulting in demonstrations and a general strike). Low-cost investment unquestionably favors success in business.

Commercial activity allows some to gamble with time and thus to capitalize on attractive available funds. Passengers of Virgin Atlantic Airways pay for their tickets several weeks in advance whereas the operating costs (fuel, food) are deferred. In Carrefour, the supplier accounts have considerable means at their disposal since customers pay cash and the suppliers pay within 90 days. The faster stock moves, the greater the available funds. Moreover, direct delivery (without warehouse intermediaries) adds to this phenomenon.

B. Innovations: are they necessary?

Innovation can take many forms and business professionals often implement several kinds of innovation.43 Although it represents one of the main reasons for growth in large companies, chronologically, it is probably not the first cause. Innovation is often harnessed and developed with financial resources previously acquired though the company’s successful operations. Least developed are the techniques of financing because, for the most part, strategies involve traditional auto-financing as companies are generally distrustful of the finance system. On the other hand, half of the businessmen studied innovate as much in products, processes, and organization as they do in marketing. Indeed, products and processes are the privilege of industrialists to the same degree in the automobile industry with André Citröen or Louis Renault as in the food-processing industry with Forrest Mars. These areas of innovation are neglected by entrepreneurs of the tertiary sector, half of whom choose to give priority to both marketing (Marcel Bleustein-Blanchet started radio advertising in the 1920s while Bic pens were being sold by tobacconists) and organization techniques which industrialists considered less fundamental. 

After having minimized the importance of innovation as a simple explanation for success in business, we must recognize its true value in achieving good business deals. Georges Eastman knows how complicated and difficult glass plate photography is and he can measure the full importance of any technical modification. IBM’s Thomas Watson realizes the usefulness of Professor Hollerinth’s tabulator. Lucian Benetton takes an interest in a competitor’s dyeing procedure, because it occurs at the end of the production cycle and allows greater market reactivity to fashion.

Generally speaking, in business, we see only the tip of the iceberg, and even more so concerning techniques. For fear of industrial espionage, techniques are rarely discussed. In any case, ingenious inventors who become brilliant businessmen are more the exception than the rule. Nothing obliges an entrepreneur to be both inventor and CEO. Only 20% of businessmen are also inventors, but one-third of them buy the invention they are using. This was the case for Ray Kroc of Mac Donald’s. Some even recognize having pirated the invention. On two occasions, in the 1950s for the Bic pen and in the 1970s for the disposable rasor (with Gillette), Bic agreed to pay a large indemnity rather than be convicted of plagiarism. In industry, many directors, like IBM’s Thomas Watson, credit their assistants and associates with inventions. New techniques often originate both inside and outside the company.  Then again, some remain very discreet refusing to discuss this delicate subject. Nevertheless, the issue concerns mainly industrialists and to a lesser degree those working the service sector. 

It appears that when an inventor does not have clever business skills, his innovation may very well be pirated, while, at the same time, most businessmen reach very prominent positions without having invented anything themselves. An example of this could be Sam Walton who affirms having ‘borrowed’ all his basic ideas from competitors (loss leader price, sales promotion, discount, self-service). Although Jim Clark greatly contributed to inventing three-dimensional design, this did not make his fortune because he was quickly dispossessed of his discovery. It was when Netscape was listed on the stock market that Clark actually became rich. (Netscape is the commercial version of the Mosaic software invented at university by one of his young assistants). Therefore, Jim Clark make an initial public offering at twelve dollars for a company that had thus far incurred only losses. Three months later, it was worth one hundred and forty dollars. This represented the beginning of his personal success and the onset of the 1990s speculative frenzy over the new economy.

C. Other comparative advantages

Generally speaking, the first and foremost concern is having markets for one’s products before worrying about supplies. However, while 40% of business professionals working in the service sector benefit from supply advantages, only 20% of industrialists do. The latter keep a closer watch on their outlets. Capitalizing on market anomalies with regard to intermediate consumption appears to be rather rare; however, within the tertiary sector, it takes the form of cartels and dominant buyers. Sam Walton admitted that one of the key factors of his success was the suppliers’ ruthless price battle. Much of Ikea’s success can be attributed to the purchase of Polish wood at a price 50% cheaper than that of wood in Sweden. As a result, the symbol of consumer society furniture is greatly indebted to communist Europe and found itself in an uncomfortable position as of 1989! Concerning markets, competition violations are numerous. As a matter of fact, more than 40% of businessmen are fortunate to be in a position of monopoly or oligopoly which allows them to set prices and make substantial profit, as in the case of Wal Mart.

Market anomalies concerning labor are of a multiple nature. Yet, they seem to be secondary when compared with the other anomalies. What is special about some business executives is their charismatic personality – more so in services than in industry. This feature enables them to make full use of their workforce as Richard Branson’s wages policies clearly illustrate. Rare are those who poach employees from competitors. In the 1970s, a third of the products presented in the Ikea Catalogue was make in Poland at a labor cost four times lower than in Sweden. Thus, it can be said that Ingvar Kamprad exploited the compartmentalization of labor markets. As for the founder of Flo, he paid his personnel at a flat rate. Consequently, his employees managed to earn a good living thanks to the tips they received, but they did not cost their boss anything.

In addition to raw materials, markets, and the workforce, another important cause of market anomalies exists: that created by the State. Political choices offer business opportunities. In 1984, Bernard Arnault44 became director of Boussac Saint-Frères with a personal investment of only forty million francs, whereas his company’s public funding amounted to 1460 million. He promised to safeguard employment, and for next to nothing, he acquired real-estate assets and famous name brands. Those who have privileged access to market overt are industrialists for the most part (50%) like Marcel Dassault or Laurent Beaudoin. Robert Noyce sells his products to the army and to NASA. In the 1960s, baron Bic’s fortune was further strengthened when children were authorized to use ball point pens in school. A more recent phenomenon is the role of the State as a financial backer, at a preferential rate. Indeed, the links between politics and economics are frequently close. As legislator, the State plays a deciding role in some business affairs. Ray Kroc financed Richard Nixon, and Richard Branson, the conservative party. Behind the authority of public health, the latter obtained the right to advertise condoms, whereas he had just offset the Durex monopoly with his own production. In his commitment to air transport, he was again in opposition to the power of the State to make regulations. Finally, although he had to pay a fine to obtain the right for his stores to open on Sunday in France, he succeeded in modifying work legislation there.

Renault clearly profited from State orders during WWI because from 1914 to 1918 the number of its employees rose from 4,000 to 18,000. The same can be said for Marcel Dassault who took advantage of the nationalization of the armament industry by obtaining good compensation and by remaining head of his company while working for the State. His assistant was a personal friend of the Defense minister and his own brother was fourth in line in the officers’ staff. We again see the importance of networks. Panzani45 managed a shortage. Benetton benefited from the Marshall plan. When the left-wing party came to power in France and people feared additional nationalizations, Claude Bébéar was given new opportunities. Therefore, political, economic, and social contacts do provide opportunities to act.

III
Multiple and Opposing Ways of Making One’s Fortune

A. The White Knight: seduction, promises, agreements…

Many good business dealings result from exchanging resources that are immediately available for the promise46 of future profit. Some promises will be kept, others will not (at least 20%), and the fact that promises are not honoured does not necessarily mean company failure or irreparably ruined reputations. Sam Walton promised consumers that his products were made in America when, in fact, a growing percentage of his products is imported. He promised store managers a share in the capital which was actually limited to 10%. When store managers left the company, they had to resell their shares at their original purchase price. In industry, Bernard Arnault promised to save jobs in the Boussac textile group and François Pinault claimed to be the saviour of companies (which he actually led to bankruptcy).

As a complement and necessary prerequisite to any promises made, gifts were an integral part of the businessman’s toolbox. Rumors of gifts to politicians or government officials have been told about Laurent Beaudoin, Vincent Bolloré, Carlo de Benedetti…. Entrepreneurs’ gifts are quite varied, especially among industrialists who are more commonly corporate sponsors. Paul Ricard sponsors the Tour de France bicycle race. Bic finances a cycling team… Richard Branson takes a great interest in Virgin’s notoriety, but, rather than spend his profit, he prefers making personal sacrifices to increase Virgin’s renown by sailing across oceans or flying over them in a hot air balloon!
If businessmen are concerned about the business environment (politics, media coverage), they also pay considerable attention to those who intervene in the business world, namely customers and competitors. Prices seem to decrease more frequently in industry when, in fact, the tertiary sector caters more to its customers. Virgin offers the possibility of listening to CDs before buying them. FNAC has multiplied the number of descriptive information cards for products on sale in its stores and offers a lounge area with comfortable chairs and benches – to rest, relax, and think.

Although 50% of the industrialists studied admit that agreements do exist, only 25% as many service entrepreneurs make the same claim – a surprising figure. A third of industrialists confess to having signed price agreements (Vincent Bolloré), but no one in the service sector does. Perhaps this observation can be explained by the fact that they consider price agreements as a means of crushing competition. Regardless of sector, 20% of entrepreneurs admit that markets are shared (Sam Walton or Alfred Sloan). Given the worrying context of announced nationalizations by the left-wing party, Claude Bébéar, already president of a mutual, decided to buy Drouot, UAP… External growth allows a more rapid development of fortune than internal growth. Moreover, this strategy has been encouraged more and more over the past few decades. Serge Kampf speculates on shares of his own companies, while, at the same time, multiplying acquisitions of interest in these companies.

The white knight operation often begins with a request addressed to an economic hero who defends a new and original doctrine. For example, Jean-François Hénin of Altus Finance, was considered to be the Mozart of finance. The dynamics of success are often triggered by the existence of a war chest built up by one’s predecessors and dilapidated before difficulties emerge and lies and betrayals occur.

All in all, the company can be summed up in one unequal equation: the sum of the contributions made to allies must be inferior to the sum of the contributions they provide.47 This notion shows that another business logic does, indeed, exist and that entrepreneurs constantly move from one to the other.

B.  The dark, hidden side of businessmen: secrets, threats,..48
Information is one of the key elements making up the business system. Good business is often dependent on information asymmetry, a theory which gave new impetus to micro-economics thirty years ago. The information particularly sought after includes documentation on companies and then that related to shareholders and financial markets, whereas information dealing with the various channels (customers and suppliers) and to the State seems to be of lesser importance. In the same way, retaining information also represents a key point which introduces a hierarchy between market players. In the secondary sector, the main focus is on technical secrets when in the tertiary sector, one’s primary interest lies in competitors’ financial operations (acquisition, indebtedness…).

Threat is the final recourse in business affairs that have got off to a poor start, but business professionals tend to keep quiet about this issue (no answer in 50% of cases). The foremost threat is of a financial nature, but power issues (dynastic problems, raider attacks…) only involve 20% of our sample.

As for the types of threats used, there are many. On the one hand, industrialists give priority to labor and lock out threats, laying off or relocating. On the other, businessmen working in the service sector rarely use these tactics. They prefer breaking off a contract, price wars for Kamprad and cut-throat competition. Pinault threatened to file bankruptcy. Some raise the spectre of State intervention or legal proceedings to remedy their difficulties.  Claude Bébéar asked for police assistance in dealing with workers on strike… There are some who oppose business professionals and their actions for a number of reasons. Once again, it is the tax administration that is first in line, regardless of the activity concerned or the period. However, it is also one of the leading victims because 25% of the entrepreneurs studied underwent tax adjustments (André Citröen, Mark Rich, Bernard Arnault, François Pinault…).

All things considered, the primary victim – potential or real – is actually the personnel who are threatened by layoffs or more recently, relocations (i.e. Sam Walton).  However, this threat never materializes. It is not surprising that 25% of entrepreneurs have to deal with both their own workers and the labor unions – proof that the class struggle has not completely disappeared. Conflicts between executives and their assistants also exist (Richard Branson). Some investors feel that they have been cheated by Vincent Bolloré, J-W Marriott Jr. or Jim Clark. Dissatisfied customers are the exception rather than the rule (whether individuals or groups).

On the whole, business professionals try to reduce risk-taking but they rarely transfer risks to others, and especially not to their bankers (except for Bernard Arnault). On the other hand, by means of the franchise system, Ray Kroc or Luciano Benetton managed to get rid of some of their risks. Only in the case of the tertiary sector do suppliers (of FNAC, Carrefour…) assume some of the risks for businessmen, leading to feelings of resentment for one-third of them. Industrialists operate differently, trying to share the risks with their customers (especially in the context of a State contract).

More unexpectedly, 20% of our sample aroused the hostility of professional associations (George Eastman or Ingvar Kamprad), employers’ organizations (François Pinault) and politicians (Bernard Arnault). However, most of them are industrialists. As far as the family is concerned, it is rarely one of the strongest opponents, except in the case of François Pinault or Vincent Bolloré. Logically, competitors are the primary opponents.

The absolute majority of business professionals has been confronted with the justice system in some way… For a third of them, this information is lacking, which means that the figure could potentially be much higher. Indeed, for those individuals who have provided details, the latter are always positive! We know that Richard Branson, Carlo de Benedetti, André Citröen… have all been accused, even indicted; but because biographers choose not to dwell on this delicate subject, we are still unaware of the true nature of the accusations.

Relations with the justice system tend to be numerous and relate to both competition violations (anti-competition practices for Thomas Watson, misuse of a dominant position for Claude Bébéar, unfair competition for Bernard Arnault), and more serious offences such as corruption, over-billing, misappropriation of funds for François Pinault. In industry, patents or their illegal copies represent another cause for legal proceedings (Marcel Bic). 

It is true, however, that a certain number of business professionals also find themselves in the position of plaintiffs. This is actually one of the great strategies used by André Essel. In 1963, he obtained jurisprudence for a refusal to sell. For many years he was involved in legal proceedings against his suppliers and manufacturers for this same problem. Therefore, due to incomplete contracts and questionable strategies, business can be considered a domain which leads its actors to behave in ways that are not always legal.

Conclusion


Business professionals occupy a very important position in the hallmark of fame of contemporary heroes. This position is further conveyed and intensified by the media prism. Both denounced and put on a pedestal, these individuals fascinate us. Yet, moral judgment aside, the question remains: how do they make their fortune? Although for some of them, like Marriott Junior, fortune comes in the form of an inheritance, more than half create their own companies (Richard Branson with Virgin, Serge Kampf with Cap Gemini). In some cases, the answer to our question is edifying, almost hagiographic. But for others, the ability is innate, in their blood. The businessman is born a businessman. He is not made. Besides, is not the first chapter of the book about Bic, written by his wife, entitled ‘predestination’?


Nevertheless, most explanations regarding fortune omit or minimize initial financial assistance (economic capital), the role of the family and educational background, to focus rather on the idea of a self-made man. This notion clearly corresponds to the liberal philosophy.


In actual fact, almost all business professionals have many competitive advantages at their disposal, putting them in a somewhat privileged position in comparison to the average individual. They all benefit from at least one competitive advantage. Nearly all obtain very favourable terms of financing, a good illustration of the meaning of the word capitalism.  Those who succeed find capital more easily and at a lower price. The majority of businessmen are favored concerning markets and techniques: how can one create one’s fortune and develop a company with no customers (the system based on exchange)? And how can one be competitive and outdo one’s competitors without technical know-how?


In terms of innovation, industry focuses more on changing and improving products and processes, whereas the service sector gives priority to commercial and organizational innovations. While innovation results from a collective approach, capitalist accumulation is aimed at the individual. The company does not originate and develop from innovation. The businessman explains his fortune by innovation when, in fact, chronologically, he previously had to have money to finance these projects and this money first had to be gained by other means. Therefore, it is rather the company that provides the means and resources to transform an invention into innovation.


All our entrepreneurs use promises to attract allies in order to ensure the success of their companies. Whenever necessary, they use pressure or threats, but industrialists more often threaten their workforce while those working in the tertiary sector put pressure on suppliers, customers and competitors. The range of behaviors is vast and varies according to a given circumstance. As for legal concerns, almost all business professionals have been affected by them one way or another.


In the process of establishing one’s fortune, the differences between sectors and periods appear to be of secondary importance. Nonetheless, this observation must be confirmed by a more in-depth statistical study. The profiles of business professionals in both sectors are almost identical: their market situations are favourable and their actions similar. Contrary to what many books in practical collections attempt to show – with pretention or naivete – ready-prepared recipes for success simply do not exist. All things considered, the self-made man is an ideological illusion, because we are not all equal when it comes to being successful. However, even when certain favourable or indispensable conditions exist, success is not guaranteed!
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