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As a young attorney in a Cleveland 
law firm, Mark McCormack picked

up Arnie Palmer as a client. In the 1960s,
with less than $500 in capital,McCormack
launched his own sports-management
business—the International Management
Group (IMG).Today IMG is a billion-
dollar company managing over 700
clients,producing TV programs,consulting
with major corporations on promoting
their products at sporting events,and own-
ing several fashion model agencies. So
much for McCormack’s credentials as the
author of this “how to” book!

In 1984 with help from a writing
consultant McCormack compiled some
notes on his secrets of success and pub-
lished them under the title What They
Don’t Teach You at Harvard Business School:
Notes from a Street-Smart Executive. The
theme of this book was to fill in “the
gaps between a business school educa-
tion and the street knowledge that comes
from the day-to-day experience of run-
ning a business and managing people.”

According to the author,business schools
cannot fill these gaps because they are
“condemned to teach the past.” This
book’s success has inspired McCormack
to write 10 more books along the same
lines, the latest being Staying Street Smart
in the Internet Age. In this book, McCor-
mack’s main theme is that despite e-mail,
the Web, fax machines, laptops, and so
on, today’s business world still hinges on
those basic elements of human interac-
tion: the handshake, the face-to-face
conversation, and good old-fashioned
common sense.

One may wonder how a busy exec-
utive finds time to author so many books
while managing a far-flung empire of
2,600 employees scattered among 31
countries around the world.The answer
seems to lie in his ability to manage his
time, fly a lot, and confine his writing to
brief notes or observations.These jot-
tings are collected into sections, or parts,
each of which many contain up to a
dozen chapters, frequently with sub-
chapters of only a paragraph in length.

The quality of these notes runs the
gamut from perceptive gems to the obvi-
ous, to a few that are just plain dumb.
Some of McCormack’s good ideas
include:

■ Working hard on old customers to
learn more about their business, and
meeting new people and coming up

with new ideas to solve their problems
(see Mack Hanan’s Consultative Selling)

■ Managing customer expectations
to avoid disappointments, especially after
an outstanding first success

■ Establishing an internal commit-
tee to review all operational expenses
from office leases and health benefits to
telephone bills and stationery costs

■ Focusing on internal communica-
tions so that all departments of the com-
pany know what’s going on with major
clients and can contribute ideas

■ Identifying the one or two key
issues that matter and skipping the other
eight or ten reasons for doing or not
doing something

■ Lining up a majority or at least
the important votes for your cause be-
fore the meeting versus assuming that the
merits of the idea—as you see it—will
carry the day in the meeting.

For a few of McCormack’s not-so-
brilliant ideas, consider these:

■ “The best ideas cannot be stolen.”
Why? Because only the originator knows
all the ramifications. In my experience
good ideas are not only stolen but fre-
quently improved upon by competitors.

■ “Don’t let your brains become
your biggest liability.” Following this
chapter heading, the author lists five dif-

BOOK REVIEWq



2 CO N S U LT I N G  T O  M A N A G E M E N T

ferent ways in which “smart”people out-
smart themselves by doing dumb things.
For example: they surround themselves
with other smart people, and this can
lead to dangerous cliquishness; they over-
complicate everything when most situ-
ations are as simple as they seem; and
authority seems to bring out the worst
in smart people—they can’t yield to it so
they fight it, and as a result often end up
in battles they can’t win.

■ “[B]udgets are elastic and ever-
changing estimates, and they should be
treated with enlightened skepticism (if
not with outright contempt).”To sup-
port his case, McCormack lists several
poor or contrived examples, including
offering the reader the following choice:
Would you rather be “(a) over budget
with the job done, (b) on budget with
the job not done, or (c) under budget
with the job not done.”He doesn’t men-
tion (d) on budget with the job done!

Some concluding thoughts: McCor-
mack’s usefulness lies in sharing with the
reader lessons from his experience in the
working world where few professors have
trod—except as consultants.By the same
token, the book’s limitations inhere in the
author’s idiosyncrasy:The closer you are
to the fast-paced, high-dollar game of
professional sports, the more you can
relate to McCormack’s do’s and don’ts.

Reading Staying Street Smart from
cover to cover will be frustrating unless
you are used to getting your education
in eyedropper doses. To get the most
value from McCormack’s experience
and wisdom, I recommend you skim the
chapter headings (the part titles are occa-
sionally misleading, and the 90-plus
chapter titles are unlisted—a major edi-
torial blunder).When you encounter a
thought or subject that you can relate to
your own situation—such as getting
ahead in the company, selling, overcom-

ing a demotion, or handling mistakes—
dig in and learn from a master observer
of human nature and what works on his
“street.”
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