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UNIT ONE

Part A

Why Business Needs Scientists

Twenty years ago I was a physicist working on neutron-
scattering experiments at Brookhaven National Laboratory. Now,
as the vice- chairman of Sony USA and president of Sony
Software, 1 represent Sony in both the electronics and the
entertainment business. Ispend my days discussing and overseeing
projects that range from new developments in high definition to the
cutting edge of popular music.

My experience has convinced me that a background in pure
science is an ideal preparation for business. I will take that a step
further and say that American business would be a lot better off if
it had more scientists and fewer M. B. A. ’s running its cor-
porations.

Why do I think the neutron detector prepared me for life at
Sony? As a physicist, I was doing work I considered important and
working with people F admired. But as I looked around the lab, I
asked myself whether this was what I wanted to be doing 20 years
into the future. I thought I might like to try business, but I was
not absolutely sure. When I shared my uncertainty with my thesis
adviser, the distinguished researcher Robert Nathans, he gave me
some advice I will never forget. “Don’t worty about it ,
Mickey,” he said. “YouTe a physicist. Physicists dont do
anything they really don’t want to do. If you get into business and
find you don’t like it , youll get out. ”.

Obviously, I liked it, I stayed. But I stayed as a physicist.
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No matter what it says in my job description, I am still a scientist.
And 1 have approached business problems the same way [
approached scientific problems. The lessons I learned as a scientist
were excellent instruction for business.

Some of those lessons are as basic as a strong work ethic. The
business school ywuppies of the 1980s glamorized the idea of
working long hours. But that trend was in fashion in labs long
before anyone ever heard of Michael Milken. I can well remember
sitting up until 3 A. M. baby-sitting our precious high-flux beam
reactor through an experiment. The hours didn’t matier. It was
the result that counted. When you have a meaningful challenge,
personal time means very little. That is a lesson I have carried
over into corporate life.

Science also encouraged my intellectual curiosity. Of course,
that was something that attracted me to physics in the first place.
But working in the lab at Brookhaven taught me how stimulating it
was to make 'intellectual curiosity the center of your professional
life. My responsibilities have obviously changed. But intellectual
curiosity is very much a part of what keeps me going in the
business world. In science, you accept intellectual curiosity as a
given. I wish it were more common in business.

I would also like to see business people develop some of the
tenacity that is common in science. People in business tend to be
impatient., The scientists I worked with were anxious to see
results. But they realized that you had to build the foundation
before you could put on the roof. By example, they taught me the
importance of mastering the fundamentals of a field before you
could do meaningful new work. Shortly after Sony acquired
Columbia Pictures, I began to read the scripts for films we had
under production. That didn’t endear me to some of the operating
people. One of them challenged me about why I wanted the
scripts. He as much as told me that they were not going to let me
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take over the creative decisions. But I told him he was missing the

"point. I was not interested in telling the creative experts how o
make films, but 1 was intensely interested in understanding the
process.

Learning as much as you can about the details is a Jesson that
is actually discouraged in many business schools. They promote
the misleading idea of the generic manager — the consummate
professional whose education has prepared him or her to step into
any kind of business and run it. ’

The myth of the plug-in executive created a generation of
migratory managers in American business. Most of them do not
have the time or the inclination to learn anything in-depth about
the business they are responsible for. Instead they bring their
business school theories to each assignment. And quite often they
do not stay around long enough even to evaluate whether or not
the theories are valid. That is a big difference between business
graduates and science graduates. The business graduates accept
theory as gospel. The science graduates accept theory as the
starting point for experimentation.

An equally dangerous trend in the graduate schools of
business is their potential to restrict creativity. And the greater the
reputation of the business school, the greater the risk that its
graduates will rely on management theory instead of petsonal
creativity. There is a time for doing things the Wharton way or
the Harvard way. But there is also a time for doing things your
way.

To be truly successful in business, you have to be a creative
risk-taker. I have spent about $ 7 billion of Sony’s money to
acquire companies such as Columbia Pictures and CBS Records.
These were strategic acquisitions that suppported our -long- term
vision for Sony. You have to have your own vision of the future.
And you need the confidence to invest in that vision. It is not
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much different from the approach to scientific research. The
people I admired most in science had the creativity to develop long-
term visions of the future as well as the courage to stick with that
vision unless research proved them wrong. ‘

In the years ahead, business people will be asked to solve
complex problems with very high stakes, not just for their
corporations but for society as 2 whole. Some of those problems
will involve decisions about technology, about the environment,
about the economy and the marketplace, even about government.
Scientists understand the process of critical thinking. They know
how to analyze problems by concentrating on the important
elements and filtering out the irrelevant. They understand that
worthwhile results require a long-lived effort. They are willing to
admit there are things they do not understand and then take the
time to find out what it is they don’t know. '

Business needs that kind of vision and that kind of intellectual
courage. Business could get that kind of thinking by taking some
of its surplus M. B. A. ’ s and sending them back to school for
Ph. D. ’s in science. Fascinating, but unlikely. Instead I think
business has the responsibility to recruit more scientists.
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Exercises

A. Reading Comprehension

I. The attitude of the author towards M. B. A. s is
a) praiseful b sarcastic
¢) grateful d) discontent

2. A marked difference between business graduates and science
graduates is their different '
a) interests in running business
b) attitudes towards theories and application
¢) ideas about working long hours
d) curiosity of investment

3. “You had to build the foundation before you could put on the

roof” means that

a) when you build 2 house, you should lay the foundation first

b) a house needs a solid foundation

¢) before you start to do new work, vou should have thorough
knowledge in the field of that work

d) a foundation is very important in building a house



