
These critics don’t understand how a company can reject growth, meetings, budgets, boards 

of directors, advertising, salespeople, and “the real world,” yet thrive. That’s their problem, 

not ours. They say you need to sell to the Fortune 500. Screw that. We sell to the Fortune 

5,000,000. (Location 102) 

 

In the business world, failure has become an expected rite of passage. You hear all the time 

how nine out of ten new businesses fail. You hear that your business’s chances are slim to 

none. You hear that failure builds character. People advise, “Fail early and fail often.” With so 

much failure in the air, you can’t help but breathe it in. Don’t inhale. Don’t get fooled by the 

stats. Other people’s failures are just that: other people’s failures. (Location 152) 

 

Failure is not a prerequisite for success. A Harvard Business School study found already-

successful entrepreneurs are far more likely to succeed again (the success rate for their future 

companies is 34 percent). But entrepreneurs whose companies failed the first time had almost 

the same follow-on success rate as people starting a company for the first time: just 23 

percent. People who failed before have the same amount of success as people who have never 

tried at all.1 Success is the experience that actually counts. (Location 162) 

 

Why don’t we just call plans what they really are: guesses. Start referring to your business 

plans as business guesses, your financial plans as financial guesses, and your strategic plans as 

strategic guesses. Now you can stop worrying about them as much. They just aren’t worth the 

stress. (Location 171) 

 

The timing of long-range plans is screwed up too. You have the most information when you’re 

doing something, not before you’ve done it. Yet when do you write a plan? Usually it’s before 

you’ve even begun. That’s the worst time to make a big decision. (Location 178) 

 

Small is not just a stepping-stone. Small is a great destination in itself. (Location 200) 

 

The easiest, most straightforward way to create a great product or service is to make 

something you want to use. (Location 253) 

 

What you do is what matters, not what you think or say or plan. (Location 283) 

 

Great businesses have a point of view, not just a product or service. You have to believe in 

something. You need to have a backbone. (Location 306) 
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For everyone who loves you, there will be others who hate you. If no one’s upset by what 

you’re saying, you’re probably not pushing hard enough. (And you’re probably boring, too.) 

(Location 310) 

 

“We close when the bread runs out.” Really? “Yeah. We get our bread from the bakery down 

the street early in the morning, when it’s the freshest. Once we run out (usually around two 

or three p.m.), we close up shop. We could get more bread later in the day, but it’s not as 

good as the fresh-baked bread in the morning. There’s no point in selling a few more 

sandwiches if the bread isn’t good. A few bucks isn’t going to make up for selling food we can’t 

be proud of.” Wouldn’t you rather eat at a place like that instead of some generic sandwich 

chain? (Location 324) 

 

Standing for something isn’t just about writing it down. It’s about believing it and living it. 

(Location 348) 

 

There’s nothing wrong with being frugal. When we launched our first product, we did it on the 

cheap. We didn’t get our own office; we shared space with another company. We didn’t get a 

bank of servers; we had only one. We didn’t advertise; we promoted by sharing our 

experiences online. We didn’t hire someone to answer customer e-mails; the company 

founder answered them himself. And everything worked out just fine. Great companies start 

in garages all the time. Yours can too. (Location 389) 

 

Don’t be that guy. If you do manage to get a good thing going, keep it going. Good things don’t 

come around that often. Don’t let your business be the one that got away. (Location 424) 

 

Writers use constraints to force creativity all the time. (Location 459) 

 

Southwest—unlike most other airlines, which fly multiple aircraft models—flies only Boeing 

737s. As a result, every Southwest pilot, flight attendant, and ground-crew member can work 

any flight. Plus, all of Southwest’s parts fit all of its planes. All that means lower costs and a 

business that’s easier to run. They made it easy on themselves. (Location 465) 

 

So sacrifice some of your darlings for the greater good. Cut your ambition in half. You’re better 

off with a kick-ass half than a half-assed whole. (Location 477) 
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So start chopping. Getting to great starts by cutting out stuff that’s merely good. 

(Location 482) 

 

When you start anything new, there are forces pulling you in a variety of directions. There’s 

the stuff you could do, the stuff you want to do, and the stuff you have to do. The stuff you 

have to do is where you should begin. Start at the epicenter. (Location 485) 

 

The way to find the epicenter is to ask yourself this question: “If I took this away, would what 

I’m selling still exist?” A hot dog stand isn’t a hot dog stand without the hot dogs. 

(Location 489) 

 

When we start designing something, we sketch out ideas with a big, thick Sharpie marker, 

instead of a ballpoint pen. Why? Pen points are too fine. They’re too high-resolution. They 

encourage you to worry about things that you shouldn’t worry about yet, like perfecting the 

shading or whether to use a dotted or dashed line. You end up focusing on things that should 

still be out of focus. (Location 501) 

 

Whenever you can, swap “Let’s think about it” for “Let’s decide on it.” Commit to making 

decisions. Don’t wait for the perfect solution. Decide and move forward. (Location 513) 

 

It’s the stuff you leave out that matters. So constantly look for things to remove, simplify, and 

streamline. Be a curator. Stick to what’s truly essential. Pare things down until you’re left with 

only the most important stuff. Then do it again. You can always add stuff back in later if you 

need to. (Location 532) 

 

So do less. Your project won’t suffer nearly as much as you fear. In fact, there’s a good chance 

it’ll end up even better. You’ll be forced to make tough calls and sort out what truly matters. 

If you start pushing back deadlines and increasing your budget, you’ll never stop. 

(Location 554) 

 

The core of your business should be built around things that won’t change. Things that people 

are going to want today and ten years from now. Those are the things you should invest in. 

(Location 561) 
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In business, too many people obsess over tools, software tricks, scaling issues, fancy office 

space, lavish furniture, and other frivolities instead of what really matters. And what really 

matters is how to actually get customers and make money. (Location 581) 

 

When you make something, you always make something else. You can’t make just one thing. 

Everything has a by-product. Observant and creative business minds spot these by-products 

and see opportunities. (Location 588) 

 

Our last book, Getting Real, was a by-product. We wrote that book without even knowing it. 

The experience that came from building a company and building software was the waste from 

actually doing the work. We swept up that knowledge first into blog posts, then into a 

workshop series, then into a .pdf, and then into a paperback. That by-product has made 

37signals more than $1 million directly and probably more than another $1 million indirectly. 

The book you’re reading right now is a by-product too. (Location 594) 

 

Software companies don’t usually think about writing books. Bands don’t usually think about 

filming the recording process. Car manufacturers don’t usually think about selling charcoal. 

There’s probably something you haven’t thought about that you could sell too. (Location 603) 

 

Think about it this way: If you had to launch your business in two weeks, what would you cut 

out? Funny how a question like that forces you to focus. (Location 611) 

 

When we launched Basecamp, we didn’t even have the ability to bill customers! Because the 

product billed in monthly cycles, we knew we had a thirty-day gap to figure it out. So we used 

the time before launch to solve more urgent problems that actually mattered on day one. Day 

30 could wait. Camper, a brand of shoes, opened a store in San Francisco before construction 

was even finished and called it a Walk in Progress. Customers could draw on the walls of the 

empty store. (Location 615) 

 

This approach just recognizes that the best way to get there is through iterations. Stop 

imagining what’s going to work. Find out for real. (Location 624) 

 

If you need to explain something, try getting real with it. Instead of describing what something 

looks like, draw it. Instead of explaining what something sounds like, hum it. Do everything 

you can to remove layers of abstraction. (Location 641) 
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Interruptions break your workday into a series of work moments. Forty-five minutes and then 

you have a call. Fifteen minutes and then you have lunch. An hour later, you have an afternoon 

meeting. Before you know it, it’s five o’clock, and you’ve only had a couple uninterrupted 

hours to get your work done. You can’t get meaningful things done when you’re constantly 

going start, stop, start, stop. (Location 695) 

 

Your alone zone doesn’t have to be in the wee hours, though. You can set up a rule at work 

that half the day is set aside for alone time. Decree that from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m., people can’t 

talk to each other (except during lunch). Or make the first or last half of the day your alone-

time period. Or instead of casual Fridays, try no-talk Thursdays. Just make sure this period is 

unbroken in order to avoid productivity-zapping interruptions. (Location 703) 

 

If it only takes seven minutes to accomplish a meeting’s goal, then that’s all the time you 

should spend. Don’t stretch seven into thirty. (Location 720) 

 

Let’s say you’re going to schedule a meeting that lasts one hour, and you invite ten people to 

attend. That’s actually a ten-hour meeting, not a one-hour meeting. You’re trading ten hours 

of productivity for one hour of meeting time. (Location 722) 

 

Find a judo solution, one that delivers maximum efficiency with minimum effort. 

(Location 736) 

 

Keep in mind that the obvious solution might very well be quitting. People automatically 

associate quitting with failure, but sometimes that’s exactly what you should do. 

(Location 774) 

 

There’s a better way. Break that long list down into a bunch of smaller lists. For example, break 

a single list of a hundred items into ten lists of ten items. That means when you finish an item 

on a list, you’ve completed 10 percent of that list, instead of 1 percent. Yes, you still have the 

same amount of stuff left to do. But now you can look at the small picture and find satisfaction, 

motivation, and progress. That’s a lot better than staring at the huge picture and being 

terrified and demoralized. (Location 819) 

 

Instead, prioritize visually. Put the most important thing at the top. When you’re done with 

that, the next thing on the list becomes the next most important thing. That way you’ll only 

have a single next most important thing to do at a time. And that’s enough. (Location 828) 
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Instead, make choices that are small enough that they’re effectively temporary. When you 

make tiny decisions, you can’t make big mistakes. These small decisions mean you can afford 

to change. There’s no big penalty if you mess up. You just fix it. (Location 836) 

 

Don’t shy away from the fact that your product or service does less. Highlight it. Be proud of 

it. Sell it as aggressively as competitors sell their extensive feature lists. (Location 921) 

 

When you let customers outgrow you, you’ll most likely wind up with a product that’s basic—

and that’s fine. Small, simple, basic needs are constant. There’s an endless supply of customers 

who need exactly that. (Location 982) 

 

So let your latest grand ideas cool off for a while first. By all means, have as many great ideas 

as you can. Get excited about them. Just don’t act in the heat of the moment. Write them 

down and park them for a few days. Then, evaluate their actual priority with a calm mind. 

(Location 996) 

 

All companies have customers. Lucky companies have fans. But the most fortunate companies 

have audiences. An audience can be your secret weapon. (Location 1041) 

 

When you build an audience, you don’t have to buy people’s attention—they give it to you. 

This is a huge advantage. So build an audience. Speak, write, blog, tweet, make videos—

whatever. Share information that’s valuable and you’ll slowly but surely build a loyal audience. 

Then when you need to get the word out, the right people will already be listening. 

(Location 1052) 

 

Instead of trying to outspend, outsell, or outsponsor competitors, try to out-teach them. 

Teaching probably isn’t something your competitors are even thinking about. Most businesses 

focus on selling or servicing, but teaching never even occurs to them. The Hoefler Type 

Foundry teaches designers about type at Typography.com. Etsy, an online store for things 

handmade, holds entrepreneurial workshops that explain “best practices” and promotional 

ideas to people who sell at the site. Gary Vaynerchuk, who owns a large wine shop, teaches 

people about wine online at Wine Library TV, and tens of thousands of people watch every 

day. (Location 1058) 
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You’ve probably heard of Emeril Lagasse, Mario Batali, Bobby Flay, Julia Child, Paula Deen, 

Rick Bayless, or Jacques Pépin. They’re great chefs, but there are a lot of great chefs out there. 

So why do you know these few better than others? Because they share everything they know. 

They put their recipes in cookbooks and show their techniques on cooking shows. 

(Location 1071) 

 

emulate famous chefs. They cook, so they write cookbooks. What do you do? What are your 

“recipes”? What’s your “cookbook”? What can you tell the world about how you operate 

that’s informative, educational, and promotional? This book is our cookbook. What’s yours? 

(Location 1080) 

 

Letting people behind the curtain changes your relationship with them. They’ll feel a bond 

with you and see you as human beings instead of a faceless company. They’ll see the sweat 

and effort that goes into what you sell. They’ll develop a deeper level of understanding and 

appreciation for what you do. (Location 1093) 

 

You strip things down and then use what you have. Leonard Koren, author of a book on wabi-

sabi, gives this advice: Pare down to the essence, but don’t remove the poetry. Keep things 

clean and unencumbered but don’t sterilize. (Location 1103) 

 

Don’t be afraid to give a little away for free—as long as you’ve got something else to sell. Be 

confident in what you’re offering. You should know that people will come back for more. If 

you’re not confident about that, you haven’t created a strong enough product. 

(Location 1146) 

 

The right time to hire is when there’s more work than you can handle for a sustained period 

of time. There should be things you can’t do anymore. You should notice the quality level 

slipping. That’s when you’re hurting. And that’s when it’s time to hire, not earlier. 

(Location 1196) 

 

I have never let my schooling interfere with my education. —MARK TWAIN (Location 1249) 

 

Ninety percent of CEOs currently heading the top five hundred American companies did not 

receive undergraduate degrees from Ivy League colleges. In fact, more received their 

undergraduate degrees from the University of Wisconsin than from Harvard (the most heavily 

represented Ivy school, with nine CEOs).1 (Location 1254) 
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