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      A HUGE thanks to the 21 entrepreneurs that I’ve featured in this book, for living a life full of adventure and purpose, giving us all the opportunity to learn and grow from your success. You inspire me daily.

      THINK LIKE is an analysis of 21 of the globe’s current business leaders and how they think and see the world. Each of these leaders has achieved monumental success in their careers, and, as you’ll see throughout the book, their strategies, lessons, principles and actions all impact on the world on a daily basis.

      For a long time now I’ve been obsessed with how the top achievers think, for the simple reason that thought creates action and action creates a result.

      Enjoy my take on these phenomenal people and don’t forget that there is a difference between reading and learning from this book. Take the time to think after each chapter’s final thought. Have your own final thought on what you can learn from that person and what you can apply in your own life and business. I’ve included a notes page for you after each chapter so feel free to take notes and write down actions you’ll take from what you learn. Remember it’s only when we take action that we can create a result.

      Let me know what you think, and which person you have learned from the most, by connecting using the hashtag #thinklikebook. You’ll find me across most social media using the handle @aaronsansoni.

      Don’t forget to keep up to date with our events, programs and training around the globe here: aaronsansoni.com

      I’d love to meet you in person and hear your story. Enjoy!

      Aaron Sansoni

      

      Live With Purpose, Live With Passion and Live With Profit!
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      Elon Musk lives in California. Current net worth: US$13.4 billion.

      The solar system is the limit for Elon Musk

      Billionaire Elon Musk works on the stuff of dreams: rockets that will land themselves after servicing a space station; the Hyperloop tube that will transport people across the planet at extremely high speeds; an innovative battery that will allow homeowners to store solar power and get off the power grid permanently—after a while it’s easy to see why some call him the REAL Tony Stark!

      Some of these projects have been criticised, but Musk says, “When Henry Ford made cheap, reliable cars people said, ‘Nah, what’s wrong with a horse?’ That was a huge bet he made, and it worked.” Currently, Musk’s company Tesla Motors builds electric sports cars.

      Musk made a fortune as a founder of PayPal, and he now runs SpaceX, which designs vehicles that take off and travel into outer space—his company has a contract with NASA to send supplies to the International Space Station.

      Musk has a clear ability to make money by starting up unique businesses or by getting involved at the ground floor and then cashing in when the businesses have succeeded. For example, Musk started a company called Zip2, an application to help newspapers, with his brother. A salesman by nature, Musk persuaded the directors of the New York Times and the Chicago Tribune to take on his software. They did, and not long afterwards Compaq bought the business for more than US$307 million—as a result, Musk pocketed a cool US$22 million.

      Musk’s interest in technology started when he was young. Barely out of primary school, he taught himself programming. At age 12, he wrote an application and sold it, beginning his entrepreneurial career. “I usually describe myself as an engineer; that’s basically what I’ve been doing since I was a kid,” he says. He attended high school in South Africa, and later studied computers and economics at universities in both Canada and the United States. He enrolled at Stanford University in California to pursue his studies as a PhD student but lasted only two days before moving into business.

      We can learn a great deal about entrepreneurship from Elon Musk. Let’s now turn to some of the principles that have made him a success.

      FILLING A HOLE

      One of Musk’s golden rules is that he only starts a company when it is in a new or emerging field. Even if somebody comes to him with a brilliant idea, if that idea involves starting up a company in an industry that’s been around for many years, Musk is not interested. If you are yet to launch your entrepreneurial career, then how confident are you in starting in an emerging field? You must be able to balance the prospects of getting in on a new movement at the ground floor with finding backing or investment for an unproven project. This doesn’t mean you have to be an expert on that emerging field. As Musk says, “The odds of me coming into the rocket business, not knowing anything about rockets, not having ever built anything, I mean, I would have to be insane if I thought the odds were in my favour.” Nonetheless, he was able to make it work.

      PUT THE CUSTOMER FIRST

      It doesn’t matter how great an idea is and how enthusiastic you might be, if you lose concentration and leave out the important factors of product quality and customer needs, according to Musk, you’re in trouble.

      
        
        I’d stay focused on the quality of the product. People get really wrapped up in all sorts of esoteric notions of how to manage etc., [but] I think people should get much more focused on the product itself—how do you make the product incredibly compelling to a customer—just become maniacally focused on building it better. I think people get distracted from that.

        

      

      MOVE BUT DON’T MOVE

      Musk talks about the ability of the entrepreneur to change direction without changing direction. By that, Musk means that to pivot in business enables you to switch direction but at the same time keep one foot firmly planted on the ground. Some entrepreneurs think that if their current direction is a failure, it is better to cut their losses and start again. According to Musk, this is not the only option. By all means change direction, but there’s no need to ‘throw the baby out with the bathwater’ as they say. A classic example is X.com. X.com was an online bank that Musk turned into PayPal, now a popular system for making payments online around the world. As he puts it, “Some people don’t like change, but you need to embrace change if the alternative is disaster.”

      ALWAYS HAVE A PLAN B

      One of Musk’s interesting characteristics is that he is involved in a wide variety of businesses. Some entrepreneurs concentrate on just one industry or one business, while others have their fingers in dozens of pies. Musk is in the latter category. He has not been afraid to walk away from a business in order to increase his involvement in another. And by walk away, I mean sell. Musk has always sold extremely well. He was only 28 years old when he sold Zip2. Being able to walk away from PayPal allowed him to turn his attention to electric cars, solar panels and outer-space travel.

      WHAT DO YOU DO WITH YOUR PROFITS?

      Musk strongly believes that money made should immediately be invested in something brand new. For example, out of the US$22 million he made from the sale of Zip2, he invested US$10 million—almost half—into X.com. Likewise, when he sold PayPal for US$165 million, he invested US$100 million to create SpaceX. Reinvesting in the next venture when one works well is Musk’s advice.

      MEASURE TWICE, CUT ONCE

      It’s a bit of advice for anyone doing some home carpentry, but the principle applies when hiring and firing people as well. Musk believes you should not be in a hurry to expand. That’s not to say that you shouldn’t look to expand, but warns against doing so too quickly. And when it comes to staff members, Musk advises that one should be slow to hire and quick to fire.

      
        
        One lesson I learned [at PayPal] is to fire people faster. That sounds awful, but I think if somebody is not working out, it’s best to part ways sooner rather than later. It’s a mistake to try too hard to make something work that really couldn’t work.

        

      

      BE YOUR BEST CUSTOMER

      Are you an enthusiastic advocate of the products you make or the services you provide? Would you really enjoy being a customer of your own company? If your answer is yes, then you are a walking advertisement for your business. As the owner of Telsa, Musk planned to drive his five sons from Los Angeles to New York with only nine hours spent on recharging the electric car’s battery. It’s a great adventure and great publicity for his company.

      It’s also about being congruent with what you say—if you’re in health and fitness you better be healthy; if you sell a certain type of car, drive it.

      ARE YOU BEING TOO SAFE?

      Musk has an interesting opinion on business and business decisions. He thinks that the good business decisions are usually safe, but the great business decisions always contain some element of risk. “If something’s important enough, you should try. Even if the probable outcome is failure,” he says.

      Musk has always invested time and money into emerging, risky industries. Interestingly, Musk went into each of these business propositions knowing that failure was probable. Is it possible that you are playing it too safe? When he first became involved in sending rockets into space, he factored in the option of failure by allowing for at least three launches. Is failure an important part of being creative? If somebody on your team comes to you with an idea, are you willing to work on that idea and encourage people despite the fact that there is an element of risk? If you are not in that frame of mind, then you will not get people coming to you with ideas.

      HOW STRONG A LEADER ARE YOU?

      The space project failed twice. When the third rocket blasted off into space, it too failed. There were hundreds of employees working for SpaceX. Surely that was three strikes and you’re out? But Musk was determined. He spoke to his fellow workers and said, “For my part, I will never give up and I mean never.”

      The leader carries not just the financial muscle but is also, in a sense, a spiritual leader. After that speech, Musk’s employees agreed that they would do anything for their CEO. Do you have that ability to inspire your people and breed extreme loyalty to you and your business?

      Leadership is essential for entrepreneurs, of themselves, their team and their customers—we need to be influencers and persuaders with a vision people can hold on to.

      DO YOU HAVE WHAT IT TAKES?

      Musk is quite clear about any would-be entrepreneur and their interest or desire to start a new company. Musk reckons that hard work and high risk are the two key ingredients of success. If you aren’t willing to allow either or both of those things, then go and work for somebody else. If you do become an entrepreneur but are not willing to work really hard and take risks, then you may end up miserable. Musk has some pretty down-to-earth advice.

      
        
        Just work like hell. If other people are putting in 40-hour work weeks and you’re putting in 100-hour work weeks, even if you’re doing the same thing, you know that you will achieve in four months what it takes them a year to achieve.

        

      

      TAKE A SPIRITUAL PERSPECTIVE

      Musk is probably unique in that while he is practical when it comes to starting and running a business, he also looks upon life as being a challenge. It couldn’t be better illustrated than in his space-travel activities. Do you have a spiritual perspective on your attitude to work and life? “I think life on Earth must be about more than just solving problems... It’s got to be something inspiring, even if it is vicarious,” says Musk.

      FINAL THOUGHT

      Musk seems to have the Midas touch and has turned almost everything into gold, but he is also very much a human being. He understands the need for hard work. He believes that making tough decisions and being ruthless is an important part of being successful. He knows that in the long run it is better to be tough than to be weak. He is open to new ideas and the fact that he has invested in such a wide variety of industries is proof of his enthusiasm for learning and taking risks.

      If the sports racing expression that one should ‘make every post a winner’ applies to anyone, then it must surely apply to Musk. He took advantage of the opportunity to study. As a teenager, he worked extremely hard at acquiring new skills. He studied for several degrees and made himself aware of business practices and trends. His interest in emerging industries makes him all the more fascinating, leading human civilisation into the wonderful unknown.

      But what is most prominent of all his attributes is his constant, unwavering focus on the future we will live in; and creating what we will need for it.
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      Sir Richard Branson lives in the British Virgin Islands. Current net worth: US$5.1 billion.

      Sir Richard Branson, no virgin in business

      Sir Richard Branson dropped out of formal schooling at age 16. Branson suffered from dyslexia and disliked school. His final head teacher famously remarked that he would probably finish in jail or become a millionaire. “I certainly would have failed IQ tests,” Branson said. “And it was one of the reasons I left school … If I’m not interested in something, I don’t grasp it.” In the end though, the teacher was wrong on both counts: Branson became a billionaire!

      Born in 1950 in London, England, Branson is today the head of the Virgin Group, which has control of some 400 companies. The young Branson had an eye for business and for hard work. As a young man, he started a magazine called Student. Along with publishing his magazine, he also sold records. Both activities worked together well. With the magazine, he interviewed musicians such as Mick Jagger, and then would sell the records that he promoted in the magazine. This approach was clever for its time.

      He moved to selling records from a shop in Oxford Street in the heart of London. Always one with an eye for development, he created his own record label. Branson was writing about music in his magazine, he was selling records that were mentioned in the magazine, and he was running a recording studio so that he could create the records.

      Naturally the number of people working for him increased, and because most of the people were beginners in business, somebody suggested they were all business virgins; and so, the name Virgin was born.

      Publishing magazines, selling records, and making records were only the beginning of the Branson Empire. He created an airline company and a mobile-phone company, opening these businesses in different countries around the world. Never one to shirk an opportunity, in the early 2000s he created a tourism company with a unique destination: outer space.

      Interested in making the world a better place, he turned his attention to investing in research into user-friendly fuels. There seems to be no end to the areas of business he will investigate. He has become involved in entertainment and filmmaking and even in medicine. He is literally a man of many interests, skills, and investments.

      Branson is not shy of publicity. When his Formula One team lost a racing bet, he fulfilled his promise to a rival team by dressing as a female air hostess on a flight between Kuala Lumpur and Australia. He is also big on trying to break world records. He’s had mixed success with sailing across the oceans or crossing the world in a hot-air balloon. He even appeared in the movie Around the World in 80 Days as a hot-air balloon operator.

      In politics, Sir Richard Branson has formed and funded an organisation known as The Elders. The idea is that a group of national and international leaders, many of whom are no longer in office, meet to discuss conflicts going on around the world and seek ways to try to resolve them. Branson is a political activist, and will protest and even go on a hunger strike to make his point.

      He is interested in the preservation of wildlife, in protecting the environment, and in finding fuels that are less damaging to the planet.

      Branson is a strong believer that you can achieve great things regardless of your age. He made his start in the business world at age 16, and now in his 60s, he continues to keep fit and attempts to break records. To Branson, age is a number and not a barrier.

      I recall co-headlining with Sir Richard Branson at an event, teaching a huge audience of entrepreneurs in Australia, and was again reminded of his sheer dominance in the ‘entrepreneurial game’. He is not showing signs of slowing at age 65!

      Let’s now look at some principles in Branson’s work.

      GIVE A LITTLE TO GET A LITTLE

      Branson purchased a stately building and converted part of it into a recording studio even though he had little to no ability as a record producer. How could he get himself noticed and get the business up and running? His answer was to give time in his recording studio to Mike Oldfield without charge. Oldfield took advantage of this free offer and recorded a great deal of his own music that was released under the title of Tubular Bells. It was a smash hit and the first release for Virgin Records. Branson wasn’t paid a cent by Oldfield for the use of the facilities but the goodwill rewards later down the track were fantastic.

      SHOULD YOU COURT CONTROVERSY OR HUMOUR?

      The answer to this question depends on what type of controversy and your reason for courting it. Here is an example. There was a punk band in Britain known as the Sex Pistols, infamous for their hard themes and language. Mainstream record companies sacked them, whereupon Sir Richard Branson signed them to Virgin Records. Not long after they were signed, the band broke up, but an enormous amount of publicity was generated by the Sex Pistols, and Virgin Records certainly benefited. Do you shy away from making a controversial or difficult decision just because it is controversial?

      Later in his career, when the London Eye tourist attraction (backed by British Airways, or BA) was going far over its scheduled opening date, because they couldn’t erect the circular observation wheel, Sir Richard Branson quickly organised for one of his hot-air blimps to park over the top of the London Eye (that was laying on its side!) displaying the writing “BA Can’t Get It Up!” He hit front pages and nightly news worldwide. Humour undoubtedly led to more revenues across Virgin brands. How could you use humour in marketing? Does that fit into your brand?

      THINK ABOUT DIVERSIFICATION

      If there’s one thing you can say about the Virgin Group it is that the companies under its umbrella are diverse. Branson has gone into business with mobile phones, transport, finance, cosmetics, movies, and even his own brand of soft drink. “And you know,” Branson says, “I’ve had great fun turning quite a lot of different industries on their head and making sure those industries will never be the same again, because Virgin went in and took them on.”

      If you have found success in one area of business, why should you not be equally successful or even more so in another area? And does this new area have to be related in any way to the field in which you are currently operating? It certainly doesn’t in the hands of Sir Richard Branson. If it can work for him, then can it work for you by taking the essence of what you have created in business and applying it to another industry?

      DO YOU LOVE YOUR BUSINESS?

      Sir Richard Branson puts his heart and soul into his business. One of the first things he did when he started out was to create Virgin Records. He turned it into a highly successful business and some 30 years after he created it, he sold it for around US$1 billion to the recording giant EMI. It’s reported that upon making the sale Branson cried. Many other entrepreneurs may think that he would be cheering and laughing at such a financial windfall. But he had put his heart and soul into that business, and while he was glad of the financial return, he was sad because it was no longer under his control. Do you have your heart and soul wrapped up in your business?

      IF AT FIRST YOU DON’T SUCCEED

      Branson is a big believer in constantly being on the lookout for new projects. He says business opportunities are like buses—there is always another one coming.

      Remember, if you try a particular project or venture and it doesn’t work, don’t be discouraged. Always learn from your failures or mistakes, but also keep a watch because another bus will soon be coming along.

      WHAT TYPE OF BOSS ARE YOU?

      Branson has an interesting philosophy on the way the boss should behave. “I believe in benevolent dictatorship, provided I am the dictator,” he says.

      Branson seems to have been able to strike that balance. He takes a keen interest in his employees and is even known to write personal letters to individuals. However, he maintains the belief that the boss should also be, in some ways, a dictator. If you are the boss and you are super-sensitive, then you are probably in the wrong job. According to Branson, a leader or a serious entrepreneur is somebody who doesn’t worry about criticism or what others think. Branson believes that a true leader makes and takes decisions decisively.

      HOW IMPORTANT IS EDUCATION?

      Branson is a strong believer in education from the school of hard knocks. “You don’t learn to walk by following rules. You learn by doing and by falling over,” he says.

      When Branson began his business life by starting a magazine, he had never had a journalism lesson in his life and had no degree. Maybe if you are apprehensive about tackling a particular project, the solution is to drop the apprehension and get stuck into the project. If you wait until you are qualified to do something you may never do it. Yes, you may make mistakes, and many of them. But, as Branson points out, the fastest and best way to learn is by doing.

      BE DIFFERENT

      The world is full of entrepreneurs who play it safe. Branson could never be placed in that category. In 2004, he started a new company called Virgin Galactic. This is a tourism company but the destinations are slightly different; with this company, the trips are to outer space. It costs $200,000 for a ticket and so far, more than 400 people have paid and booked. Will it ever take off ? That’s not the point. The point here is that Branson is willing to try something different. Is it risky? Of course, it’s risky, but by doing something unusual and different and making yourself unique, you certainly gain an enormous amount of publicity.

      It is not just in unusual business ventures that Branson shines. It’s as if he has a crystal ball and can look into the future. Obviously, there is a huge need for a reduction in the use of oil to power motor cars. Electric or solar-powered cars are alternatives, but so too is the ability to develop gasoline that is far friendlier. The Virgin Green fund is another business started by Branson that looks at ways to improve our lives without damaging the environment. His approach is encapsulated in a book he published entitled Screw Business as Usual (a great read).

      There are many ways entrepreneurs can improve their performance. They can endeavour to treat their employees better. They can build stronger ties with their community, and they can certainly leave the environment in a better place. “But with extreme wealth comes extreme responsibility,” Branson says. “And the responsibility for me is to invest in creating new businesses, create jobs, employ people, and to put money aside to tackle issues where we can make a difference.”

      YOU CAN’T SEPARATE WORK FROM PLAY

      Branson is a strong believer that you cannot and should not separate your business activities from the rest of your life. The things you do in business impact the way the world operates. According to Branson, you should not only consider the bottom line of your business, but also the impact your business will have on your staff, your community, and the world.

      BE HAPPY IN YOUR OWN SKIN

      According to Branson, doing what you want to do is important, but you must be happy to do so. There’s little point in making money and being successful if you are frustrated and unhappy. “My general attitude to life is to enjoy every minute of every day. I never do anything with a feeling of, ‘Oh God, I’ve got to do this today’.”

      PERSONAL BRAND

      Sir Richard Branson has to be one of the absolute best examples of using your personal brand to impact your business brands. From jumping off buildings for company launches, to travelling the globe educating entrepreneurs, to using his name to get joint-venture partners, investors, staff, suppliers and more—he gets everyone wanting to be involved. He understood at an early stage in his empire building that a strong personal brand could have an extremely positive effect on his business success, and never looked back.

      What can you do to get yourself known in your target market? Do you have a personal site? Do you market yourself ? Do you have a strategy to get you out there as an expert or authority?

      At the end of this book I’ll show you how to do this exactly!

      FINAL THOUGHT

      It’s difficult not to admire Sir Richard Branson. I’ve certainly placed him as one of my main mentors and was honoured to speak at the same event as him in 2012 and then co-headline an event together with him in 2015 (a big highlight for me).

      He was a high-school dropout, yet he worked hard and looked to expand wherever he could. When you think that he started with a small magazine and interviewed musicians, it’s truly remarkable that the Virgin Group is now so successful, so widespread, and so open to new ideas and progress.

      If as an entrepreneur, you are locked into a single type of business operation or industry, have you given yourself the best opportunity to succeed? Is it possible to apply the talents you’ve already used in your current situation to other prospects? Could you expand? The example of Branson is a great one to follow. He didn’t expand too quickly. He didn’t put great financial strain on his business operation. He expanded in logical ways once he had built a brand that people would follow. All of his work has both served the Virgin group of companies and improved greater society. A great example to all us entrepreneurs.
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