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What turns a successful entrepreneur from hero to villain in the public’s 
mind? And once that judgment takes hold, can time ultimately restore, or at 
least temper an entrepreneur’s reputation?  
 
Consider three names: Steve Jobs. Jeff Bezos. John D. Rockefeller.  
 
All visionary entrepreneurs who changed the world.  
All admired in their early success.  
And all eventually resented at the height of their power. 
 
2 Tonight, we'll explore this Judgment Curve through the life of America's 
first billionaire, John D. Rockefeller, a man from humble beginnings who 
went on to employ more than 100,000 people. He was first admired and 
then became one of the most resented men in America. Has time tempered 
his reputation? Or will he always be remembered primarily as one of the 
Robber Barons? 
 
3 The Paradox 
 
It’s a paradox. We celebrate entrepreneurs as symbols of ingenuity and 
persistence. We admire their courage to risk everything, their ability to 
create jobs, their contributions to social prosperity. Yet we also question 
their success. Did they play fair? Did they exploit workers? Did they 
monopolize markets to crush competitors? For that matter, what is a  
successful entrepreneur? 
 
The poet, Robert Louis Stevenson offered a definition of success that we 
can keep in mind this evening. Stevenson wrote: 
 
The man is a success who has lived well, laughed often, and loved much; 
who has gained the respect of intelligent men and the love of children; 
who has filled his niche and accomplished his task;  
who leaves the world better than he found it,  
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whether by an improved poppy, a perfect poem, or a rescued soul; 
who never lacked appreciation of earth's beauty or failed to express it; 
who looked for the best in others and gave the best he had. 
 
To the poet's criteria we might add the entrepreneur's calling:  
 

• To face uncertainty with confidence and determination.  
• To gather and harness the emotional, physical, and financial 

resources necessary to succeed in their endeavor.  
• To ensure their product or service offers important benefits to enough 

customers to sustain lasting progress.  
• To persist through doubt.  
• And finally, to listen - at least to the marketplace !"#$%& 

 
The best entrepreneurs also use their success to help others. We can return 
to that part of the entrepreneur’s calling later tonight.  
 
4 The Makings of Success 
 
John D. Rockefeller was born in 1839 in upstate New York, the oldest of six 
children in a struggling family. His dad was a peddler – charming, 
unreliable, often absent. His mother, a devout Baptist, instilled thrift, 
discipline, and a belief that every penny and every act mattered.  
 
The family moved from upstate New York to Cleveland, Ohio, where John 
graduated from public high school at the age of sixteen. 
 
He went to work immediately, earning fifty cents a day as an assistant 
bookkeeper. From his very first paycheck, Rockefeller tithed ten percent to 
his church, a practice he maintained for the rest of his life. 
 
His first business partner, Maurice Clark, observed: "Rockefeller was 
methodical to an extreme, careful with details and exacting to a fraction. If 
there was a cent due us, he wanted it. If there was a cent due a customer, he 
wanted the customer to have it." 
 
This insistence on fairness, though later questioned, was real and constant 
throughout Rockefeller's life.  
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5 The Oil Business 
 
At the age of 26, Rockefeller joined Samuel Andrews, a friend from church 
who was refining oil. By 1865, whale oil had grown expensive. Kerosene 
promised cleaner, cheaper light. Cleveland, near Pennsylvania’s oil fields, 
became a hub for refining oil. 
 
The oil industry was chaotic in those days. Prices swung wildly; four dollars 
a barrel one month, thirty-five cents the next. Oil overflowed into rivers. 
Gasoline was considered waste and was burned or dumped into the water. 
Cleveland’s Cuyahoga River shimmered with an abundance of oil and 
gasoline waste. 
 
Rockefeller hated the waste. But he loved the opportunity. His simple, 
powerful oil refining vision was this: eliminate waste and produce the best 
products at the lowest cost. 
 
In a later era, we would criticize industry for pollution. Rockefeller’s focus 
on efficiency reduced waste and relative to industry norms at the time, 
reduced pollution. 
 
6 The Relentless Pursuit of Efficiency 
 
Where others saw sludge, Rockefeller saw raw material. He hired chemists 
to find value in every fraction of crude oil: gasoline for fuel, tars for paving, 
naphtha for gas plants, paraffin for candles. Rockefeller produced less 
waste and less pollution than his competitors by focusing on industrial 
efficiency and finding commercial uses for all byproducts of the refining 
process. 
 
He bought his own oak forests for barrel staves, his own kilns for drying the 
wood, his own horses to haul it. He even made his own glue and paint. Each 
detail mattered. 
 
7 The blue barrels of Standard Oil soon became a symbol of reliability. 
Rockefeller drove costs down from $2.50 a barrel to under one dollar while 
paying workers above market wages. The more he saved, the more he 
lowered prices for customers. Yet because of efficiencies, and in spite of 
paying above market wages, Standard Oil consistently earned a profit. 
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Between 1865 and 1870, the price of kerosene fell by more than half. Yet 
Rockefeller’s company made money every year. Efficiency made light 
affordable. 
 
8 The Gift of Light 
 
Imagine the impact: before kerosene, only the wealthy could afford whale 
oil or candles. After Rockefeller’s innovations, middle-class families could 
light their homes for a penny an hour. Children could study after dark. 
Adults could read. Families gathered in the lamplight. Rockefeller’s 
Standard Oil company quite literally helped illuminate America and the 
world. 
 
While consumers celebrated, competitors fumed. 
 
9 South Improvement Company 
 
In 1872, at age 33 Rockefeller stepped into what he later called the biggest 
mistake of his career: the South Improvement Company or the SIC. 
Railroads were losing money, squeezed by competition that drove down 
freight rates. Refiners also faced profit pressure as oil prices fell. 
 
The Pennsylvania Railroad devised a scheme to regain profitability: it 
would form the SIC with a handful of large refiners, including Standard Oil. 
The plan would eliminate railroad competition among the Pennsylvania, 
Erie, and New York Central lines by maintaining higher prices and dividing 
traffic evenly. In exchange, the large refiners would receive rebates that 
softened the blow to profits even as freight rates rose and oil prices 
declined. 
 
When word got out, the small refiners cried foul. Newspapers erupted. 
Legislators were overwhelmed with protests. To the public, it looked like 
collusion between the big railroads and big refiners designed to crush 
everyone else. 
 
Within months, the Pennsylvania legislature dissolved the SIC. The scheme 
collapsed and Rockefeller’s reputation was scarred.  
 
Rockefeller would later say it was the greatest error of his professional life. 
And it was one that he never repeated. 
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10 Building the Standard 
 
Chastened, Rockefeller focused on making Standard Oil the best-run 
enterprise in the world. He invited competitors to join him suggesting… 
 
“We will unite together and build a substantial structure on the basis of 
cooperation.” 
 
Many declined. But dozens of companies sold to Standard Oil. Some of 
their leaders became Standard Oil’s best executives. 
 
11 Rockefeller paid fair prices and treated partners well. But those who 
declined often cried foul. In business, as in sports, fair play doesn’t always 
feel fair when your competitor wins. 
 
Charlie Pratt was one of those who sold his business to Rockefeller. Pratt 
said of Rockefeller, “He treated everybody fairly. When we sold out, he gave 
us a fair price. Some refiners tried to impose on him and when they found 
out they could not do it, they abused him. I remember one man whose 
refinery was worth $6 thousand dollars or $8 thousand at most. His friends 
told him, ‘Mr. Rockefeller ought to give you $100 thousand for that.’ Of 
course Mr. Rockefeller refused to pay more than the refinery was worth and 
the man abused Mr. Rockefeller.” 
 
12 Resilience / Reinvention 
 
By the early 1880s, critics predicted Rockefeller’s enterprise would collapse. 
Pennsylvania’s oil fields were drying up. Electricity threatened kerosene. 
Russian oil was flooding foreign markets. 
 
Then came a discovery near Lima, Ohio; vast reserves of sulfurous crude 
that smelled like rotten eggs. Nobody wanted it. 
 
Rockefeller bought leases in the Lima field until he had accumulated forty 
million barrels in tanks. He hired chemists to purify it. The Standard Oil 
Board of Directors was skeptical.  
 
Rockefeller's response? “Very well, gentlemen. At my own personal risk, I 
will put up the money, two to three million dollars if necessary."  
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That ended the board discussion in favor of continued company 
investment. Standard Oil chemists solved the problem. And the 40 million 
barrel stockpile became enormously valuable, just as Russian competition 
intensified. 
 
13 The Russians discovered what was at the time the world’s largest oil 
reserve. It was concentrated in Baku, an area near Iran on the Caspian Sea 
in what now is the country of Azerbaijan. Back then, Baku was part of the 
Russian empire. In Baku, it was economical to drill, refine and ship from a 
single location. The yield per well in Baku was 280 barrels a day compared 
to only 4-1/2 barrels a day from American wells. Baku is closer than the 
U.S. to markets in Europe and Asia giving Russia a logistical advantage as 
well. 
 
Russia and other countries erected import tariffs on American oil.  
 
Austro-Hungarian refiners put their low-grade oil into blue barrels that 
were erroneously labelled ‘Standard Oil Company.’ For a time that allowed 
them to dump their cheap oil and at the same time, damage Standard Oil’s 
reputation. 
 
Competition was intense. 
 
14 Meanwhile, Standard Oil’s researchers pioneered a method of warming 
oil that changed the physical behavior of hydrocarbons so they could be 
separated, refined, and reused more efficiently. Engineers perfected 
steamship tankers to cut shipping costs. Production teams saved iron on 
barrel hoops. They even swept the production floors for reusable tin and 
solder. Every element of waste mattered.  
 
Refining quality stayed high, which meant that when prices were close, 
Standard Oil won the customer’s business. Standard Oil’s foreign market 
victories showed how superior efficiency could, at least in some cases, 
eclipse the advantages of geography and natural resources.  
 
15 John Archbold, who later became president of Standard Oil, explained 
Rockefeller's genius: "We all try to look ahead. But Rockefeller always sees 
a little farther… and then he sees around the corner." 
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16 Leadership 
 
Rockefeller led quietly and inspired loyalty by good example. He listened 
carefully, delegated generously and rewarded excellence. Rockefeller 
preferred calm discussion. 
 
In meetings, he had a gift for sorting what mattered from what didn’t, and 
for advocating decisions that were sometimes shockingly bold… and right. 
 
Rockefeller paid higher than market wages believing, for one thing, it 
reduced costs in the long run. 
 
He had a talent for picking the right leaders for the right roles. And 
Rockefeller consistently gave credit to others for work well done. 
 
17 The Man at Home 
 
In his life, Rockefeller put God first, family second, and career third. He 
prayed each morning and led family devotions twice a week. Together, John 
and his wife Laura taught Bible classes. Ministers were regularly in their 
home. 
 
He often repeated this triplet: 
 

Early I learned to work and to play 
I dropped the worry on the way 
God was good to me every day 

 
To his four children, Rockefeller was the man who played blind man's bluff 
with gusto, balanced dinner plates on his nose for their amusement, and 
taught them to swim and ride bicycles. By all accounts, he was a devoted 
and playful father. 
 
His faith was devout but not narrow. Rockefeller said, "I believe in an all-
wise and all-loving God, by whatever name.” Though a Baptist, he 
appreciated that different people might understand the divine in different 
ways. 
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18 The Monopoly That Wasn't 
 
By the early 1900s, Standard Oil was widely condemned as a monopoly, 
and Rockefeller himself was caricatured as a Robber Baron. Journalist Ida 
Tarbell’s serialized exposé captured popular sentiment when she wrote, 
“Our national life is on every side distinctly poorer, uglier, meaner for the 
kind of influence he exercises.” 
 
The U.S. Supreme Court’s 1911 decision to break up Standard Oil reflected 
public opinion that the company had grown too powerful and ought to be 
dismantled. The decision aligned with widespread suspicion of large 
enterprises and concentrated economic power. 
 
Only with the passage of time do the circumstances appear more complex. 
With historical distance, we can see that Standard Oil faced vigorous 
competition both abroad and at home. It earned much of its revenue 
overseas, where Russia and other producers competed aggressively. In the 
United States, more than a hundred oil companies were active competitors, 
including Gulf Oil in Texas and Associated Oil in California. Standard Oil’s 
share of the world refining market declined from around 80% in 1890 to 
about 20% by 1910 under these intense competitive pressures. 
 
19 Standard Oil had adopted a trust structure to coordinate operations 
across many states under a single board of directors. In the late 1800s, state 
laws, particularly capital-stock and franchise tax laws in states like 
Pennsylvania failed to distinguish between in-state and out-of-state assets. 
For a nationwide enterprise like Standard Oil, that created overlapping and 
sometimes duplicative taxation, along with legal barriers to unified 
management. The trust structure allowed Standard Oil to operate efficiently 
while keeping its operating companies legally separate. 
 
In 1911 the Supreme Court ordered Standard Oil to dissolve the trust and 
reorganize into thirty-four independent companies, each with its own 
board. 
 
Rockefeller obeyed the Court’s decision. Though deeply stung by years of 
public criticism and political attacks, he moved forward with the court-
ordered reorganization, saying, “Every right implies a responsibility; every 
opportunity, an obligation; every possession, a duty.” 
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The separate companies thrived independently. Ironically, the breakup 
ultimately made Rockefeller and the other shareholders even wealthier. 
 
20 Philanthropy 
 
From his first fifty-cent paycheck to his final years, Rockefeller gave away 
money systematically and purposefully. His lifetime donations totaled 
about $550 million, which is equivalent to many billions of dollars today. 
 
Rockefeller paid teams of scientists who found cures for yellow fever, 
meningitis, and hookworm. His donation of $35 million to the University of 
Chicago didn't just build facilities like the Rockefeller Chapel. It created a 
research ecosystem that produced multiple Nobel laureates and scientific 
breakthroughs. He gave millions to Black schools, Southern schools, and 
Baptist institutions throughout America. 
 
The Rockefeller Foundation, established in 1913, continues its work today 
in public health, education, and scientific research. Millions of people today 
owe their health—maybe even their lives—to initiatives that Rockefeller 
funded. 
 
21 The Final Years 
 
At age sixty, in 1899 Rockefeller began winding down his business career. 
He worked on his garden, rode horses, played golf, and at eighty years old 
he learned to tango. Frequently, he handed out dimes to children in his 
neighborhood, urging work and thrift. 
 
His wife Laura died in 1915 at the age of seventy-six. They were married for 
51 years. John never remarried. He died peacefully in his sleep in 1937 at 
the age of ninety-seven. 
 
22 Successful Man? 
 
Let's return to Robert Louis Stevenson and consider whether Rockefeller 
measured up to the poet’s criteria for a successful man: 
 
Did he live well, laugh often, and love much?  
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As we’ve learned, Rockefeller danced, played, prayed—and stayed devoted 
to his family. 
 
Did he gain the respect of intelligent men and the love of children?  
 
Colleagues testified to his fairness. His children adored him. Neighborhood 
kids treasured his stories—and his dimes !"#$%& 
 
Did he fill his niche and accomplish his task?  
 
He built one of history's greatest organizations. Standard Oil employed 
thousands of people and brought light to millions who had lived in 
darkness. 
 
Did he leave the world better than he found it?  
 
Through industry and philanthropy alike, beyond reasonable doubt, the 
answer has to be yes.  
 
Now, let’s get the considered sentiment of Club members. As far as you can 
tell from what you've learned this evening, please raise your hand if you 
think that on balance, John D. Rockefeller was a successful man.  
 
23 The Judgment Curve 
 
Many people saw Rockefeller as a Robber Baron, a monopolist, a ruthless 
competitor who destroyed rivals. Yet today, with the benefit of time and 
deeper understanding, many historians consider him a visionary who made 
the world better. Why the paradox? 
 
Let’s consider what we can call The Judgment Curve… 
 
First, we admire achievement. Entrepreneurs who build something from 
nothing symbolize possibility. They represent the potential for individual 
success in a free market economy. They create jobs, drive innovation, build 
infrastructure, generate prosperity. We celebrate them as heroes of 
progress. 
 
Then, as wealth and power grows, so does scrutiny. Media attention 
intensifies. Concerns emerge about concentrated power, the fate of smaller 
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competitors, and the broader impact on equality. Success that once inspired 
us begins to make us uneasy. 
 
Next comes the moral questioning. Was the entrepreneur a talented leader 
who inspired progress, or a chiseler who exploited others? Did they succeed 
through superior vision and effort, or through luck and manipulation? This 
dual narrative fuels a reevaluation of their lives and legacies. 
 
Gradually, the negative narrative dominates. Imperfections that were 
overlooked in the beginning become central to the story. Wealth and 
influence, once symbols of greatness, are reframed as excessive and 
emblematic of inequality. The hero becomes a villain. 
 
Finally, history may offer broader perspective. Often well after their 
lifetime, we begin to weigh achievements alongside flaws. We see them as 
human, neither purely heroic nor purely villainous. We may see their 
innovations still benefiting society. We appreciate their philanthropy. We 
better understand how their decisions fit within the constraints and 
realities of their time. 
 
This helps explain how Rockefeller may be judged today. It also describes 
the future potential for more recent entrepreneurs like Jobs, Bezos, Musk 
and Zuckerberg. 
 
Does the mention of these modern entrepreneurs raise a few eyebrows? 
 
24 Modern Parallels 
 
Consider Jeff Bezos. In the 1990s and early 2000s, he was celebrated as a 
visionary who made shopping convenient and built a company that created 
hundreds of thousands of jobs. Amazon symbolized the promise of the 
internet age. 
 
Today, Bezos faces intense criticism for Amazon's market power, the 
struggles of small retailers and his personal wealth.  
 
Yet, Amazon broadened access and affordability, especially in rural areas. It 
opened global markets for small sellers and built cloud infrastructure that 
powers much of the internet.  
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These are real concerns and real contributions by Bezos and Amazon.  
 
Do the contributions outweigh the concerns? Or are we witnessing a 
Judgment Curve descending from positive to negative regard in a manner 
similar to Rockefeller in his day? We’re quick to admire achievement. And 
even quicker to resent its rewards. 
 
We could apply the same questions to Steve Jobs, who revolutionized 
personal computing, music distribution, animated films and smartphones. 
Yet he was notoriously difficult with the people around him.  
 
To Elon Musk, who transformed electric vehicles and private space flight 
while courting constant controversy in the spheres of business and politics.  
 
To Mark Zuckerberg, who connected billions of people through social 
media while grappling with challenges involving privacy and 
misinformation. 
 
Each faces the scrutiny that comes with success and scale. Each has real 
flaws and made real mistakes. Each also created genuine value and 
innovations that benefit millions of people. 
 
25 Entrepreneurial Success is a Heavy Lift 
 
Rockefeller's story reveals our deep ambivalence about success. We admire 
entrepreneurs who take risks and build enterprises, yet we resent them 
when they become wealthy. We celebrate innovation and job creation, yet 
we condemn the power that comes with it. We want the benefits of 
successful entrepreneurship… the products and services, the jobs, the 
progress. But we're uncomfortable with its rewards. 
 
This tension isn't necessarily bad. Scrutiny keeps power accountable. 
Concern for equity reflects important values. It balances our commitment 
to individual liberty.  
 
We can ask ourselves… 
 

• Are we too quick to condemn successful entrepreneurs?  
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• Do we appreciate how hard this work is and what little chance an 
individual entrepreneur has of business success? Afterall, around 
90% of entrepreneurial businesses fail in less than 5 years. 

• Are we holding entrepreneurs to impossible standards, expecting 
perfection while benefiting from their innovations? 

• And if we judge the dead more kindly than the living, is it because 
they no longer threaten us with their presence and power? 

 
Entrepreneurial success is a heavy lift. 
 
26 Deeper Questions  
 
John D. Rockefeller's life reflects our struggle to reconcile power with 
morality; success with fairness. His legacy prompts us to reflect upon even 
deeper questions… 
 

• What constitutes true success?  
• To what extent is success tied to sacrifice, talent… or exploitation?  
• Can individuals wield immense power responsibly, or does power 

inevitably corrupt?  
 
These questions aren’t just about Rockefeller, Jobs, or Bezos. They 
challenge each of us to examine our own assumptions about success, our 
own potential for impact, our own moral boundaries. They ask us to 
consider the complex relationship between the freedom to pursue 
achievement and the responsibility that comes with it. 
 
Rockefeller was not perfect. He was human. He made mistakes. He 
benefited from advantages of timing and circumstance. He wielded 
enormous power that rightfully drew scrutiny.  
 
But in his triumph over long odds, Rockefeller illuminated the world. He 
created an organization that employed thousands and developed 
generations of leaders. He gave away a substantial portion of his wealth to 
causes that improved or saved millions of lives. He was faithful to his God, 
his family, and his principles. And he did all of this while building an 
enterprise from almost nothing, facing uncertainties and risks that would 
have overwhelmed and defeated almost any of us. 
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A century from now, when time has smoothed the rough edges of today's 
controversies, how will the entrepreneurs of our era be judged? Will their 
contributions be valued? Will the difficulty of what they accomplished be 
understood and appreciated? Will they be seen as we may now see 
Rockefeller; imperfect human beings who nonetheless left the world better 
than they found it? 
 
And finally, a meaningful question that each of us can answer personally:  
 
27 For what kind of success would we like to be remembered? 
 
28 Thanks! 
 
Reflections / Discussion 
 
For what kind of success would I like to be remembered? 
 
To be remembered for what I made possible for others. That when I had 
power, I used it for good, with humility and restraint. That I won or lost 
with equal grace. That I was persistent, always learning from mistakes 
and trying to improve. That my family and friends felt loved and 
supported. And that colleagues felt strengthened and empowered. 
 
Does scale itself change how we judge entrepreneurs? 
 
Rockefeller’s story reminds us that scale magnifies both impact and 
reaction. Time helps us sort out what was genuinely harmful from what 
simply felt that way. We often judge entrepreneurs more calmly and with 
greater balance long after they’re gone. 
 
To what extent is resentment a moral or emotional response?  
 
Resentment is usually emotional first and moral second. Though we often 
reverse the order when we explain it to ourselves. Large, visible success 
can trigger envy,  fear of displacement, and a powerful sense that life isn’t 
fair. When those emotions take hold, we tend to frame it in moral terms. 
That said, resentment can be legitimate. Sometimes it truly is a moral 
response, especially when success involves clear harm or an egregious 
abuse of power.  
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Who are some historical figures who were celebrated early, 
resented at the height of their power, and later judged more 
generously by history? 
 
Pericles, Athens, 5th Century BC 
 

• Celebrated. Led Athens during its Golden Age expanding democracy, 
public participation and civic pride. Championed monumental 
architectural projects, including the Parthenon. Articulated a moral 
vision of civic virtue in his famous Funeral Oration.  

• Resented. Criticized for wielding too much influence and spending 
public funds on grand projects. Blamed by many for Athens’ pattern 
of strategic, political and imperial excess and the Peloponnesian 
War. In later years he was removed from office and fined.  

• Redeemed. History now celebrates Pericles as the architect of 
classical Athens. His vision of citizenship and public purpose 
remains deeply influential. He is remembered as flawed but an 
extraordinary steward of a free society.  
 

Marcus Tullius Cicero, Rome, 1st Century BC 
 

• Celebrated. A famed orator and public moralist, Cicero defended 
republican institutions and the rule of law. He was widely regarded 
as a champion of civic virtue and constitutional order.  

• Resented. His prominence and moral authority bred powerful 
enemies. Cicero was accused of arrogance and self-regard, exiled 
during political upheaval and was executed after opposing Mark 
Antony. 

• Redeemed. History reveres Cicero as one of Rome’s greatest 
thinkers. His writings have shaped Western political philosophy for 
more than two thousand years. Cicero is remembered less for 
political failure than for moral clarity and intellect.  

 
Cosimo de’ Medici, Florence, 15th Century 
 

• Celebrated. Stabilized Florence after years of factional conflict. Used 
wealth to support art, architecture, learning and banking. A central 
patron of the early Renaissance.  
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• Resented. Perceived as too powerful behind the scenes. Accused of 
corrupting republican institutions. Briefly exiled by rivals who 
feared his growing influence.  

• Redeemed. History recognizes Medici as a foundational figure of the 
Renaissance. Florence’s cultural flowering is inseparable from his 
leadership. He is most often remembered as a prudent, civic minded 
steward rather than a tyrant.  

 
Pericles, Cicero, and Medici illustrate how societies celebrate institutional 
builders, grow wary as their influence deepens, and only later judge that 
their contributions outweighed the concerns of their era. 
 
What kinds of success ages well or tends not to? 
 
Success that ages well is usually grounded in lasting contributions rather 
than personal triumph. It builds organizations, capabilities, or knowledge 
that serve others long after the individual is gone. It’s associated with 
restraint in the use of power and attention to quality and fairness. Over 
time, the benefits of this kind of success persist even when emotions and 
controversies fade. 
 
Success that ages poorly is often centered on visibility, dominance, or 
fleeting wins. It relies heavily on personal charisma, constant attention, or 
the defeat of rivals rather than durable systems. When success is defined 
mainly by spectacle, it can look impressive in the moment but hollow in 
hindsight. As conditions change and the personality at the center recedes, 
little remains that can speak for itself. 
 
Success ages best when it is shared rather than hoarded. Those who use 
their achievements to strengthen others, expand opportunity, and create 
room for future leaders are judged more generously. By contrast, success 
that crowds others out or leaves organizations weaker invites resentment 
that may not fade. 
 
Success that endures usually shifts attention away from the individual 
and toward the work itself. When people remember what was built more 
than who built it, that is often a sign that success is aging well. 
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Wrap-Up 
 
Tonight’s conversation reminds us that success is rarely judged fairly in 
real time. Admiration and resentment often travel together, and only with 
distance do we see more clearly what truly mattered. As we think about 
entrepreneurs of the past and present, perhaps the more important 
question is the one we ask of ourselves: when time has passed and the 
noise has faded, what do we hope others will say we built, strengthened, 
or helped make better for them?  


