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Lessons from

Steve Jobs
As creative as controversial, the man who knew how to
stamp his seal on Apple, confessed to Walter Isaacson
the secrets to being a great innovator.
BY MARÍA ELIZALDE

R

enowned writer and journalist, Walter Isaacson was chosen by Steve
Jobs to write his biography. Based on 40 hours of conversations with the
creator of Apple, and more than 100 with family, friends, foes, competitors and colleagues, Isaacson had unprecedented access to the life of
the inventor of the Macintosh and the iPhone, among other products that
became icons. Jobs collaborated with the book, but did not want to read it
before it was published. In this note, some of the lessons of a creative leader par
excellence detailed in Steve Jobs -the title of the biography-, and an interview
with Isaacson in which he talks about entrepreneurs and innovation.

Everything must be nice

Steve Jobs was interested in the beauty of products; he was convinced that the
aesthetic aspect was very important. In fact, he even believed that the beauty of
the parts that were not seen was vital. In a moment, when they were designing
the first Macintosh, he considered that the box was very nice, and also the screen,
but not the internal keyboard. “It’s part of the internal structure, nobody will see
it,” the engineers retorted. Then, Jobs remembered a story from when he was a
boy, helping his father build a fence. “We have to make the back as nice as the
front,” his father told him. And he explained that a really passionate person cared
about the beauty of all the parts of a product, even those that were not seen.

Strive to achieve perfection

Guided by passion, Steve Jobs believed that he could make things end up being
the way he had dreamed them. When projecting the original Macintosh, for example, he insisted and insisted until the start time was shorter. The engineers told
him that it could not be reduced, but he remained determined: “Don’t be afraid,
you can do it”. Jobs could drive employees crazy with his demands, but he always
helped them achieve things they did not even know they were capable of doing.

Seek for the simple

One of the problems of people working on innovative projects, according
to Jobs, is that they make things very
complicated. While they were designing the first iPod, their command was:
“I want it to be so simple that I can get
to any song in just three clicks.” The
designers told him that a screen was
needed, so that albums can be shown.
“No, no, why do we need that? He
replied. I just want to get to the song
in three clicks! I don’t want a manual,
I don’t want people to have to read
instructions.” Finally, they came to the
design of the wheel of the first iPod,
which was totally intuitive. You just had
to turn the wheel until you reached the
chosen song, and with a click it was
enough for the music to play. When
they showed it to him, Jobs thought
it was very beautiful and simple, but
he noticed a button on the top of the
device. He asked what it was. “It’s the
on-off button,” they replied. He asked
what it was for and, embarrassed, they
explained: “To turn the device on and
off”. And Jobs insisted: “Why do we
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In first person
Walter Isaacson wrote the biographies of great leaders,
all-time geniuses. They were the object of his studies, in
addition to Steve Jobs, Benjamin Franklin, Henry Kissinger
and Albert Einstein, among others. In this interview with
WOBI, we will get to know some of his reflections on
innovation, entrepreneurs and trends.
What do great innovators have in common?
Something that distinguishes them indisputably is a great appreciation
for the arts and science. In other words, they care so much about humanity as about technology. Another thing they have in common is a rebel
spirit. Whether it’s Einstein, Franklin, Steve Jobs or Bill Gates, each one of
them has questioned authority. “Think differently,” said Steve Jobs. But
it is also true that there are many differences between the great innovators. You cannot learn from a single person and try to look for multiple
lessons. It is advisable to read about many people, look inside and think:
“Which characteristics and traits do I feel identified with?”
What characterizes successful entrepreneurs?
The tendency to be willing to take risks, something that hugely frightens
many other people. One of the good things about living in California
has always been the fact that making mistakes is not punished. People
fail many times, and it is almost a badge of honour, until finally you
succeed. In other countries, if someone makes a couple of mistakes in a
row, investors refuse to lend them money. I think that to be a successful
entrepreneur you have to take risks and be willing to fail.
In what sense has the digital revolution evolved?
During its first 40 years, the digital revolution was led by engineers. Now
we see a connection between them and the creative characters: people
coming from the theatre, from music, from dance, from advertising. And
this not only happens in Silicon Valley, but also in big cities like San Francisco, New York, Boston, Berlin, Munich and Bangalore. In all of them,
people come together and generate a very particular creativity scheme.
You said that lists and recipes are useless. Why?
I am reluctant to say “this is the list of the 12 secrets to success”, or “these
are the 7 tips to be a good innovator”. The reason is that each person
and each subject are different, just like each device and each invention.
Therefore, I think it really helps to look at the person, rather than follow
their advice or formulas to achieve goals. Analyze Franklin, Einstein,
Steve Jobs, Andy Grove or Tim Berners-Lee, for example, and say: “They
were very different people, but I can build my own guide if I understand
them. What you never have to do is follow uniform recipes.”
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need it? The iPod knows how to shut down when we are not using it anymore,
and turn on when we use it again “. His idea, in short, was to understand clearly
how things work, and always do them in a simple way.

Tolerate only excellent players

Jobs was hard on people. Once, Isaacson asked him, “Why are you so demanding with the people who work with you?” And Jobs explained his theory: “If you’re
not very demanding you end up working with people who are an 8 or a 9, but
not a 10. After a while, players 8 hire players 6 or 7. It is easy to be nice to people
because they like to be loved, but it there is some selfishness there. I have to be
demanding to prevent the so-called ‘explosion of idiots’; to avoid having more
and more people within the company who are not 10-point players. You have to
tolerate only 10-point players.”

The one who falls behind must take a big leap
There were times when Apple was hit in certain categories and in certain products. In those cases, Jobs said: “Don’t try to reach the competitor. Let’s look ahead
and think: how can we jump to leave him behind? We must reach the next stage
without even having to compete with our opponents in the market. “

Stay hungry, stay foolish

Steve Jobs loved the Whole Earth Catalogue, a magazine-catalogue that was
published between 1968 and 1972 on the initiative of Stewart Bran, a biologist
with strong social and artistic interests. The last issue had a picture of a person
walking on a rural road next to the following caption: “Stay hungry, stay foolish”
Jobs took that issue of the magazine to Stanford University on the day of his
famous speech at the graduation ceremony in June 2005. It reminded him all
the time, he said, that when things went well and took some momentum, then
you had to try something different. After the successful launch of the iPad, for
example, instead of settling for that achievement, he thought: “Why not putting
all the music on a phone?” The thing is that he sought not to be complacent or to
remain stagnant. Because, if he did, he faced the risk of being destroyed by other
people’s innovations. Hence his advice: stay hungry and foolish.

Understanding the big
picture and the small
details.

A great manager knows that “the devil
is in the details,” as an old Anglo-Saxon proverb says, and that God is
also in the details, according to the
phrase attributed to the great architect
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe. Jobs cared
even for the beauty of the smallest
screw. How to do it beautifully? How
to make every tiny detail well done?
But he was also able to see the great
picture, anticipating to the big trends.
Where will personal computers and
our communication devices evolve to?
Will the personal computer end up
being the nucleus where all iPads and
iPhones are connected to? Seeing the
whole picture, and also realizing that
God is in the small details, is one of
the qualities of great leaders. z
© WOBI

María Elizalde is member of the WOBI multimedia
content team.

Not being a slave of the focus group

While they were designing the original Macintosh, engineers suggested Jobs to
do a focus group to listen to what consumers needed. “How can they know what
they want if we haven’t shown them the product yet?” He answered. And he cited
Henry Ford’s legendary phrase: “If I had asked my clients what they wanted, they
would have told me ‘a faster horse’.” In short, Jobs believed in the ability to read
the page before it was written. In other words, understanding where things are
heading to. “That was the kind of intuition he had,” says Isaacson in the book.

The product is more important than the profits

You can always adjust the budget to achieve greater profits, lowering costs. But
that means sacrificing the quality and design of the products. Jobs used to say:
“If your goal is to expand profit margins, you will never make the best products
in the world. If you aim to design the world’s best products, the profits will come
alone.” And, sometimes, I did things that apparently did not make sense. For example, I wanted to put a handle on one of the Mac computers, although it would
not serve to carry it. I wanted the handle so it looked like a friendly computer. His
engineers warned him: “It’s going to cost more!” And he replied: “It’s fine. We are
going to spend more because we want to make a really excellent product.”
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