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Introduction
How do you spot today’s most influential com-
panies? Leadership is generally equated with
size, but size can be deceptive these days. It
blinds us to the growing likelihood that giants
will stumble and the meteoric rise of new busi-
nesses will shake up industries.

Most rankings of companies — such as the
Fortune 500 — are based on sales revenue, but
that measure doesn’t help detect up-and-com-
ing high fliers. It doesn’t necessarily pinpoint
the influential companies whose business
strategies enable them to prosper while others
run into difficulty.

A better measure has been developed from
research into a total of 5,009 companies, about a
quarter of them based outside the United
States. To level the playing field, each compa-

ny’s growth record was compared to a peer
group that included 20 other organizations of
similar size competing for the same customers.
Each company’s sales growth, in dollar terms,
was divided by the average sales growth of its
peer group, giving a sales index figure. An
index of 2.0, for example, meant the company
grew twice as fast as its peers. 

The sales index for the top 100 new market
leaders averaged 3.1 — they’re growing an as-
tonishing 3.1 times faster than their peers. The
index for the broader group of 640 market lead-
ers was 2.0. That leads to a sales growth impera-
tive for businesses: if you aren’t growing at twice
the rate of your peers, you’re at risk of falling be-
hind in the race for new market leadership.

But has this fast growth come at the ex-
pense of profitability? Answering that question
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requires a second measure — one that’s sensi-
tive to the fact that profitability can vary from
year to year, with losses occurring sometimes,
and also that many new-economy players have
never shown even a dollar of profit. A useful
measure is a company’s market value in rela-
tion to sales. This indicates what each customer
is worth to an investor. Once again, to maintain
a level playing field, a comparison is made to a
peer group of 20 companies, yielding the mar-
ket-value index. 

On average, the new market leaders had a
market-value index of 2.1, indicating that in-
vestors believed the customer franchise was so
valuable that each dollar of sales was worth
more than twice that of the peer group.

The Top 20 New Market Leaders
Those two measures provide the following new
market leaders:

1. Cisco Systems
2. General Electric Co.
3. Microsoft Corp.
4. Intel Corp.
5. Yahoo! Inc.
6. The Home Depot, Inc.
7. Wal-Mart Stores, Inc.
8. Oracle Corp.
9. Nokia Corp.
10. AOL Time Warner
11. JDS Uniphase Corp.
12. NTT DoCoMo, Inc.
13. Pfizer, Inc.
14. Dell Computer Corp.
15. EMC Corp.
16. Sprint PCS Group
17. Amazon.com, Inc.
18. Citigroup Inc.
19. QUALCOMM Inc.
20. Nextel Communications, Inc.
The top four — Cisco, GE, Microsoft and

Intel — should come as no surprise. But others
that are high on the list didn’t exist six years
ago (such as Yahoo!, number five) or were a
fraction of their current size (JDS Uniphase,
number 11, and NTT DoCoMo, number 12). Six
years ago, AOL was only a tiny, scrambling
company. Today, it would be third on the list if
not for the merger with Time Warner, which

brought the entity down to number six (alone,
Time Warner would be number 55).

What’s New About the New 
Market Leaders?
The new market leaders have elevated the con-
cept of customer focus. They adhere to four key
mindsets which, together, allow them to break
away from the pack, avoid ordinariness and
distinguish themselves in a way that captures
customers’ attention and loyalty:

• First, to make sure they don’t get lost in
the crowd, the leaders create a larger-than-life
market presence. They make sure they get rec-
ognized. Becoming a well-kept secret isn’t
their style.

• Second, market leaders seek out cus-
tomers who stretch their capabilities. To make
sure they always stay a few steps ahead of ris-
ing expectations, they focus not on their aver-
age customers but on their most important (and
often most demanding) ones. They take all the
low-hanging fruit they can reach but they also
make sure to reach for the stars.

• Third, to provide direction and guidance,
the leaders make sure customers realize the full
value of their products and innovations. Less
concerned with offering an abundance of new
goods and services and more anxious that their
customers “get it,” new market leaders provide
whatever coaching and hand-holding cus-
tomers need to reap the new benefits, even
when those might seem obvious.

• Finally, market leaders act boldly in
everything they do. That doesn’t mean they’re
reckless. They study their moves, know their
markets thoroughly, keep up with the competi-
tion and work out alternative scenarios. But
when faced with a choice between a daring
move and a cautious compromise, they invari-
ably choose the more ambitious course. That
gives them an advantage over more timid ri-
vals, as well as earning them kudos from cus-
tomers for their initiative.

The New Customers
The new market leaders understand that the
greatest constraint on today’s customers is time
— it’s more critical even than money. The
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broader choices, the constant stream of innova-
tions and the pace of contemporary life con-
spire to crowd people’s schedules.

The intersection of abundant choices and
limited time evokes two issues for customers —
and two key insights for managers into their
buying decisions: 

• How open to change are the customers?
Are they willing to free up time to explore mul-
tiple alternatives, or will they try to limit their
time and effort, and thus their choices? 

• How ready are they to leverage their
time by relying on others? Do they prefer to be
self-reliant, or will they call for advice and as-
sistance?

Combining those two variables provides
four different types of consumers:

• SEARCHERS are self reliant and eager for
change. They read Consumer Reports, examine
stores and Internet sites, and constantly pursue
sales, bargains and innovative products. Some
virtually live to buy. All regard shopping as
time well spent.

Searchers relish the feeling that they’re in
charge of their lives, like to participate in what-
ever the task at hand may be, and enjoy being
the first on their block to own a new product.
They boast of getting the best deal and return
home from an exhausting shopping trip with a
real sense of victory.

The key is to entice the searchers. You need
to offer lots of choices — the more the merrier.
You need to saturate customers with informa-
tion. And you need to stay ahead of the curve,
working on serving not-yet-anticipated needs.

• STREAMLINERS are self-reliant but seek
stability. They shop for themselves but stream-
line the process by eliminating variety. The less
time a painter spends worrying about her sup-
plies, for example, the more she can ponder her
creative problems. She pays top dollar for trou-
ble-free, high-quality brushes and paints from a
dealer she trusts.

All consumers streamline routine purchas-
es, but some customers aim to streamline as
much as possible. To serve them, you need to
deliver dependability, create routines that make

streamliners comfortable, and display market
leadership, which they find reassuring.

• DELEGATORS seek stability but are
ready for help. They delegate as much of their
buying as they can to suppliers or intermedi-
aries. They prefer not to spend time on the
chore and don’t want to get personally in-
volved if they don’t have to. Delegators sign up
for a cruise to avoid planning their own itiner-
ary. They hire experts to purchase a computer
for them.

Your challenge is to free up the delegators.
Make choices for them. Enthrall delegators with
what you do best, so they can trust you. When
possible, run the whole show for them, as Gen-
eral Electric Power Systems does by building
turnkey power plants. And try to take the pain
out of innovation for these change-averse souls.

• COLLABORATORS are eager for change
but also ready for help. They hire expertise that
they themselves lack but insist on staying per-
sonally involved. In remodeling a house, for ex-
ample, a collaborator would not only team up
with a designer but also work side by side with
the expert to attain the best outcome. Collabo-
rators aren’t meddlers or control freaks. They
genuinely appreciate the depth of knowledge
and practical skills of experts.

To team up with collaborators, you have to
focus on how to get them up and running —
addressing the problems that customers find
most vexing when they change or upgrade
their technical or other products. A second
strategy is to focus on solutions that deal with
the specific circumstances of individual clients
who are eager to break new ground. You also
want to become the customer’s trusted com-
panion. If your customer dominates its indus-
try, you want to interlock your operations and
fortunes with that company, as some McDon-
ald’s suppliers have done. e
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