
25 Lessons We’ve Learned in The Motley Fool’s 25 Years

Description

The last 25 years have been an incredible journey for millions of Fools — our three co-founders —
Tom Gardner, David Gardner, and Erik Rydholm, Fool staff, members, CAPS players, and readers. As
we’ve worked with Tom and David over the past 25(!) years, we’ve shared in the ups and downs — joy,
laughter, Foolishness, camaraderie, and bright memories made all the brighter by many failures and
hard times.

We’ve all learned a lot together over the years. And so we decided to take some time to reflect on the
biggest lessons we’ve internalized over the last quarter-century together.

Here, in no particular order, are 25 lessons to carry into your investing life, your professional life, and
even your personal life.

Default to trust and generosity.

One of the most empowering things a newly hired employee can hear is: “We trust you.” Fools are
trusted to make big business decisions, because we believe we’ve done a good job of hiring smart,
talented, decent people who will do their best to find the right answer. That’s also why The Motley Fool
embraces flexible schedules and unregulated vacation time.

For Tom and David, that started early. “From the beginning, it was easiest for us to do that with our
new hires, because we didn’t have ads to run in newspapers to get strangers,” says David. “So we
hired people we knew.”

As The Motley Fool grew over time, that underlying culture of trust expanded with it.

Find the Rule Breakers…
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Disruptive companies usually look like underdogs at the outset. They’re taking on entrenched interests
with far more resources. Consider Amazon versus traditional bookstores (and, ultimately, most ofretail)
in the ’90s and early 2000s.

But disruptors have a critical advantage over the incumbents in their space: vision. Past business
success — and the resulting belief that the status quo will persist — often hobbles market leaders, and
they fail to appreciate just how much things can change. Wall Street has been underestimating
disruptors for far longer than we’ve been around. One of the biggest advantages an individual investor
can have over Wall Street is the ability to see that change before entrenched interests can. Use it.

…and hold them while they become Rule Makers.

Yesterday’s disruptors become today’s industry leaders. Amazon has become a classic Rule Maker in
e-commerce: Dozens of other companies are trying to follow a similar playbook and carve out their
own digital niche.

Yet Amazon remains the undeniable market leader. Tom recently noted that “I’ve gotten to the point
where any problem I’m trying to solve in my life, I just type it into Amazon.” 100 million satisfied Prime
members agree.

Yet Amazon has stayed hungry, rapidly expanding across all kinds of other businesses, from Web
services to video streaming to same-day product delivery. There’s plenty more to like about the
business, even today.

Double your holding period. Then double it again.

One of the key secrets to investing well is doing nothing — just holding on to great businesses for a
long time. Tom is fond of telling people, “Whatever your holding period, double that, and you’ll be a
better investor.”

To stretch the Amazon example one last time, it’s up over over 400 times since its first
recommendation in September 1997. Had we recommended Fools sell it sometime in the past, they
likely would have made impressive money — 10 times their original investment, or 50 times, or even
100 times. Yet holding through to today has generated awe-inspiring returns.

Take the long view. It’s worth it.

“Top it.”

The idea is simple: If someone has an idea that you don’t think is the right way to solve a problem, then
figure out a better solution. It’s a more collaborative way to achieve shared goals: add innovation
instead of merely shooting down someone else’s idea. We think it’s the right way to run teams, and it’s
a phrase commonly heard at TMF headquarters.
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It has real impact in investing, too. When Tom invests in a company, “I need to see a demonstration
that they have a larger market opportunity” beyond what they’re currently doing today. They have to be
in a position essentially to top themselves.

Like several of these concepts, ‘”top it” has its roots in Tom and David’s childhood and has been in
their lexicon “since long before we started the Fool.”

TOM AND DAVID NEAR THE BEGINNING. IMAGE SOURCE: THE MOTLEY FOOL.

Program for Motley.

Different life experiences, personalities, and viewpoints help us become better investors,
businesspeople, citizens, and humans. Make sure you regularly hear other views, because it ensures
that you’re investing humbly, and that you make fewer mistakes.

Motley matters in your investing too — not only in terms of diversifying across sectors, but also in how
organizations run themselves. Tom believes “that the culture of an organization is becoming more and
more important as we become more connected as a species around the world.” Tom also notes that
“The bottom 50 public companies on Glassdoor, rated by employees, significantly underperform the
market.”

We try to apply this within The Motley Fool as well. As David recently put it, “Any employee who comes
to The Motley Fool is bringing to our stained-glass window their own unique piece of glass. It’s their
own shape, their own hue, and it’s additive. That’s what I love about Motley.”
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Relatedly…

Embrace conflict.

If you’ve built a business full of diverse viewpoints, then conflict is inevitable. Too many people (and
businesses) avoid tough conversations. Research shows that every missed “crucial conversation”
costs a business $1,500 and eight hours of employee productivity.
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IMAGE SOURCE: THE MOTLEY FOOL.

It’s a nice factoid, and we’re glad to have it as an additional argument in favor of wading into tough
conversations and getting to the right answer (which may not always be the consensus answer). But
really, it’s just about treating people the way we all want to be treated. Everyone should know where
everyone stands and why.

And of course, that’s because we believe everyone should…
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Embrace the golden rule.

Treat others as you’d like to be treated.

We all crave trust. We all crave community. We all need kindness and grace every now and then. Part
of running a purpose-driven business is treating all of your stakeholders as equal partners — or, put
differently, as you’d like to be treated in their shoes. Every new Fool who joins our ranks takes a class
specifically on this critical aspect of Foolish culture, because it’s something we want to implement
every day, in every interaction our business has with the broader world.

Recognize the value of time.

As David puts it, “Time is our dearest commodity.” Because you have a limited amount of it, make sure
you’re spending it on the activities and relationships that matter most to you.

Invest in growing your time.

Your time is limited, but you can increase it by embracing a healthier lifestyle. The data clearly show
 that a sedentary lifestyle (too much sitting, not enough exercise) has major negative effects on your
physical health, reducing the length of your life.

The Motley Fool has an extensive wellness program, spearheaded by Sam Whiteside, that’s designed
to help Fools improve their physical health (free healthy food, meal planning, fitness classes, and an
office gym) and mental health (reimbursement for meditation and mindfulness apps, free access to a
digital support program for people coping with anxiety or depression, and more). If you’re an employer,
consider the message you’re sending your employees if you put resources into helping them live
healthier, happier, and, ultimately, longer lives.

Invest in the yin and the yang.

Most new investors (we’re excluding traders from that definition) focus far too much on either metrics
or the story that a company’s management is telling — and neglect the other. As David puts it:
“Knowing either the metrics or the story is helpful; knowing and understanding both leads to even
better outcomes…You want to be a numbers guy and a words guy.”

COMPANY NAME
Address | Phone | Link | Email

default watermark

Page 6
Footer Tagline

https://www.cnn.com/2017/09/11/health/sitting-increases-risk-of-death-study/index.html
https://culture.fool.com/2017/06/workplace-wellness-monthly-challenge-suns-out-guns-out/


IMAGE SOURCE: THE MOTLEY FOOL.

Getting caught up in the numbers might mean you miss the forest for the trees; focusing on the story to
the exclusion of all numbers could leave you without any tangible way to back up your thesis.

Add to your winners.

Motley Fool Stock Advisor has beaten the market by more than three times as of this writing (with a
track record now in its 17th year and counting) by recommending businesses that have incredible
growth ramps ahead of them. Those stocks are usually “expensive,” according to the financial media,
and rarely on sale.

So consider buying the stock that recently doubled — like Amazon shortly after its IPO (seriously, did
you really think we were going to stop with the Amazon examples?) — and that you think still has tons
of room to run. And if it doubles again, that might be a great time to buy more.

Know that your winners will make up for your losers.

Psychologically speaking, we feel the pain of losses far more strongly than we feel the joy of wins —
yet investing requires you to accept losses.

Tom and David are great stock-pickers — yet under half of their picks have beaten the S&P 500 over a
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five-year holding period.

Expect failures. Acknowledge them. But most importantly, don’t overindex to them. As David has said:
“The worst you can ever lose [in investing] is one times your value, but your best stock pick could grow
to five hundred times initial value. Joy of gain should infinitely exceed the pain of loss.” One or two
good stock picks can make all the difference in the world.

Don’t sell.

OK, so we’re not saying you should never sell, but Tom’s first rule of selling is “Don’t sell.” Because the
chances are good that, if you’re selling a stock that has run up a bunch, you’re selling too early and
missing out on even more incredible gains. (See: Netflix. Booking Holdings. Tesla. UnitedHealth 
Group. And so many more.)

Invest to learn about the world around you.

There are all kinds of ways to learn more about the world. Each provides a unique perspective.

But investing (hopefully) pays you while you’re learning. As David is fond of saying, “The act of
investing, by actually putting your money on the line, will cause you to care and pay attention.”

And there are some knock-on benefits, too. As he continues:

“When you buy that awesome company and it does well, you’ll start saving more so you can have
more invested and make more money. Investing makes people smarter and act better.”

Figure out who you are; partner with who you aren’t.

Here at The Motley Fool, we encourage people to double down on what they’re good at instead of
focusing on mitigating their weaknesses — because we believe that diverse teams can effectively
balance each other’s strengths to create a better whole.

That’s also something every entrepreneur should do when first starting a business: Focus on their
niche, the thing they do best, rather than trying to do everything. Payment processors and software
providers are specifically trying to solve the problems that keep entrepreneurs from focusing on
whatever business they’re trying to build.

But there’s one place where the “focus on your strengths” lesson really breaks down: matters of
character.

Practice integrity.

If you’ve ever seen Star Trek, chances are good you’ve heard an engineer or three talk about the USS 
Enterprise‘s structural integrity being in danger of collapse. (Spoiler alert: Somehow, the ship always
holds together. Except for that one time in Generations. But we digress.)

In matters of character, we have to sweat the small stuff — because any weaknesses in character will
threaten the structural integrity of the whole enterprise (pun intended). That’s true whether the
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enterprise is your personal life, a department you lead, or the business you run.

Honesty is a core value at The Motley Fool, but at the center of our entire philosophy is integrity —
doing the right thing whether or not someone is watching, simply because you know it to be right.

Find excellence.

If there’s a flaw in “cigar butt”-style value investing (which is the idea that you buy a company at a
discount to its liquidation value in the belief that you’ll get at least liquidation value), it’s that it often
undervalues just how much shareholder wealth can be generated by a superbly run business. Here’s
what value investor Warren Buffett had to say on the topic in his 1989 shareholder letter:

“I could give you other personal examples of ‘bargain-purchase’ folly, but I’m sure you get the picture:
It’s far better to buy a wonderful company at a fair price than a fair company at a wonderful price.”

Instead of trying to find OK companies selling at a discount, focus on fantastic companies that look set
to dominate the competition. Those are the companies that can compound wealth at an incredible rate.

And as David notes, “As you get used to finding excellence, you’re going to get better and better about
finding it.”

Cultivate serendipity.

John Milton coined the phrase “Luck is the residue of design.” We Fools believe you can set yourself
up to be lucky by actively seeking opportunities — and, when they present themselves, acting
decisively.

Think about luck as “being in the right place at the right time.” David recently shared a story about one
of The Fool’s early lucky breaks:
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HEY! IT WAS THE 90S…IMAGE SOURCE: THE MOTLEY FOOL.

“We were on AOL ahead of the rest of the world, and we got the attention of AOL when we, as paying
customers, had a few articles written about us in newspapers and [The Wall Street Journal]. We were
at the dawn of this new medium, and we were at the right time. We couldn’t control the right time, but
we were at the right place—DC.”

Be Foolish.
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Back when Tom and David hosted a weekly NPR radio show, they usually opened the program with a
quote from Twelfth Night: “Foolery, sir, does walk about the orb like the sun. It shines everywhere.”

We’ve decided not to take ourselves too seriously since The Motley Fool’s inception. (As if the name
weren’t already a pretty good indicator of how we feel about the topic.)

That’s why new Fools get jester hats with their employee packet. It’s also why we do things like:

Board games every Wednesday;
“Pizza day” and “birthday celebration day” (we used to call it cake day, but sometimes we do pie
too);
Trivia every day;
Plank time;
Nerf gun battles;
Regular rock-paper-scissors contests;
The annual April Fool’s Day joke;
And so much more.

THE OFFICE CIRCA EARLY 2000S. NOW WE HAVE VR HEADSETS. IMAGE SOURCE: THE MOTLEY FOOL.

Running a successful business takes mental flexibility and a readiness to laugh at yourself. It
encourages others to do it, too, which builds a sense of safety in groups.
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Recognize that bold visions never look entirely sane.

Visionary leaders win when they see a future very different from our present. It is almost inevitable that
such a vision seems zany in the present.

“But people enjoy browsing through Blockbuster.”

“Tesla can’t possibly remake the auto supply chain. That’s just the way it is.”

“The internet will never replace TV.”

“People will not pay up for organic. Whole Foods is [avocado] toast.”

…and on and on.

Yet here we are, in a society that doubters could not have imagined just a few years ago.

Invest in the people you’d want to work for.

We care a lot about culture at The Motley Fool. (You’ve probably picked up on that by now.) As a
result, we care about leadership.

Our services’ recommendations are filled with companies led by CEOs with the vision to dream big, the
humility to listen when someone proves them wrong, and the thoughtfulness to invest heavily in a
fantastic company culture. That’s why we consider what current and former employees say on
websites like Glassdoor and InHerSight when deciding whether to recommend a stock. Believing in a
company’s future starts with trusting the leader at the helm.

Tom invested in a play created by his college friend Jill Furman because he believed in her ability, her
grit, and her passion for producing great theater. In the Heights ultimately won four Tonys and a
Grammy (and was even nominated for a Pulitzer). It also opened the door for Tom to be an early
investor in a then-unknown musical called…HAMILTON.

As a corollary to that point…

How you treat others matters.

As Tom puts it, “Culture doesn’t just mean what it’s like to go to work. It also means: How are
customers treated? How are suppliers treated? How are the stakeholders of that business treated?
That’s No. 1 for me.”

We could talk about karma and all the reasons why it’s smart to be good to others, but that really
neglects the underlying point: Being good to people is just the right thing to do.

The next 25 years are more important than the last 25 years.

The Motley Fool has accomplished a great deal in its first 25 years, but we’re more excited than ever
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about what our community can achieve in the coming 25 years.

At the end of the day, only a fairly small slice of people are interested in stocks. Our goal is to “help the
world invest — better” — which means we need to serve a much broader swath of the population than
only people interested in stocks.

Above all, build the world you want to see.

David shared a great quote at a company conference a few years ago: “Make your portfolio reflect your
best vision for our future.” But that’s only part of the answer. Make your actions — where you invest
your money, where you spend your money, where you spend your time, how you live your life — reflect
the world you want to see. That’s what we try to do here at The Motley Fool, and we’re excited to grow
and change together over the next 25 years.

We have been so fortunate to share this journey with millions of awesome people. Do you have a Fool
story or memory you’d like to share? Send it to us here.
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