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Foreword

Mark H. McCormack invented sports marketing as we know it 
today. His vision and genius changed the world of sport – and 
the lives of those who play it, watch it and love it – forever. By 
linking the celebrities of sport with the marketing of products, 
he created a global industry led by his own International 
Management Group (IMG) and, along the way, became one of 
the most admired and honoured entrepreneurs of his time. After 
Mark, nothing was ever the same again. I know; I was there at 
the beginning. 

It is October 1960. Arnold Palmer is going to be Sports Illus-
trated Sportsman of the Year and I have been assigned to the story. 
Arnold and I are in the clubhouse after the opening round of the 
Sam Snead Invitational in Huntington, West Virginia. Arnold 
orders a hamburger. The waitress brings it with a bottle of Hunt’s 
ketchup. Arnold looks up and says, ‘Don’t you have Heinz? Well, 
you should.’ Turned out that the most famous golfer of his day – if 
not the most famous golfer ever – was being paid nine dollars and 
sixty-one cents a week to say he used Heinz ketchup. 

Enter Mark McCormack, who had recently made his famous 
handshake deal to represent Arnold Palmer. The IMG files, as 
complete a corporate record as you could hope to find, records 
the correspondence between a frustrated McCormack and the 
poker-faced H. J. Heinz, which confirms that Palmer had indeed 
signed the sub-$10 contract which even included the glowing 
advertising language in which he could be quoted as a Heinz 
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x BEYOND HARVARD

ketchup ambassador. That was the way things used to be before 
Mark. The sports business has come a long way since then. 

Lots of things began to happen. As the 1960s went by, Mark 
often asked me for advice.

Could tennis ever be a big spectator sport? No way, I said. 
Too simple a game. So he signed Newcombe and Laver and Evert. 

Should he get into skiing? No. Who cares about skiing? So he 
signed Jean-Claude Killy. 

Should he expand worldwide? No way. Sport is too regional 
and weird. Soccer, cricket, badminton, snooker, for heaven’s sake. 

Tents at Wimbledon for sponsors and guests? Gross commer-
cialisation. Anyway, they’ll never let you do it. 

I don’t recall exactly when Mark stopped asking for my 
advice. 

Instead, he would give me the latest IMG bulletins over 
dinner. The Royal and Ancient Golf Club (R&A) loves its tents. 
The Golf Annual is going to be published every year forever. 
We have artists – come and meet Kiri Te Kanawa at the Met. 
We’re going to have the biggest model agency in the world. Know 
who’s the largest independent producer and distributor of sports 
media? There was no end to it. Like liver? We bought Strasbourg’s 
football club. Like tennis? We bought the ATP events at Indian 
Wells and Miami. Like reading? My Harvard book has sold more 
than a million copies. Like cricket? We partnered with cricket 
boards from India to the West Indies. We’ve signed the IOC, 
the ISU, the NFL, the USGA – a whole alphabet soup of sport 
would spill out across the table as the hors d’oeuvres and bread 
kept vanishing. 

The names and the years flew by. Navratilova, Gretzky, 
Montana, Jeter, Woods, Mark always relishing the return of 
wanderers (Faldo is back; Sampras is back), generous in his 
support for those down on their luck, and outlining his designs 
on those who had not yet seen the light: the Pope, Margaret 
Thatcher, Bill Clinton, Jack Welch. They all needed IMG he said. 
He told them why, and most of them agreed. 
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 Foreword   xi

As the dinners evolved from no-star Tex-Mex to two-star 
French, I began to get a glimmer of a very complex man. I came 
to understand that his goal was not fame. He did not want it. His 
goal was not money. Most of the profits of IMG were ploughed 
right back into IMG. 

Mark’s goal, his thing, was IMG itself, what it stood for 
and could accomplish, much of it in ways that nobody had 
ever thought of. He loved competing and he hated to lose. His 
unchanging goal in life was to make IMG a winner. His focus 
was legendary. The whole enterprise was based on synergy, the 
forging of an extraordinary network of mutually beneficial 
rather than competing interests. 

This is the Mark that you’ll find celebrated in so many ways in 
this book. He was a friend who never forgot you, a friend always 
looking for the next, new thing, an astounding visionary and an 
entrepreneurial genius. The wisdom in these pages is testament 
to the fact that we still have lessons to learn from him. 

Ray Cave
Former editor, Sports Illustrated and Time magazine
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street smart [def.]
An applied people sense… the ability to make active, positive 
use of your instincts, insights and perceptions

Mark H. McCormack,
What They Don’t Teach You at Harvard Business School
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Introduction

Ours was a relationship based on mutual respect, 
admiration and trust. We considered each other’s 
word to be his bond when we first established our 

business association … A handshake, nothing 
more, was the cement that bonded us.

Arnold Palmer

It seems hard to believe that the modern sports business started 
with a handshake, but that’s exactly what happened when, back 
in 1960, the world’s number one golfer, Arnold Palmer, agreed 
to be Mark McCormack’s first big client. It turned out to be a 
handshake that would change the sporting world forever.

McCormack’s great idea was a deceptively simple one: he 
believed that the best athletes had a commercial value that was 
not being realised, and that there was a business to be built in 
helping athletes to maximise that potential. Why shouldn’t he 
represent sporting talent, just as he represented clients in his 
legal practice? He also had the experience to know that to get 
the idea off the ground, he needed a rising star and, as a golfer 
himself, he recognised in Arnold Palmer the perfect partner.

That apocryphal handshake was the start of what would 
become McCormack’s International Management Group (IMG), 
a global business that created an entirely new industry where 
professionally represented sportsmen and women competed in 
an ever-expanding series of showcase events around the world, 
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2 BEYOND HARVARD

beamed into the homes of merchandise-hungry sports fans via 
television. The world really would never be the same again.

Broadcaster Alistair Cooke made McCormack the subject 
of one of his Letters from America. For Cooke, McCormack’s 
influence was unequivocal:

McCormack was the Oracle. … [He was] the creator of the 
talent industry, the maker of people famous in their profession 
famous to the rest of the world, making them a fortune in the 
process … He took on as clients people already famous in their 
profession as a golfer, opera singer, author, footballer, racing 
car driver, violinist – and from time to time, if they needed 
special help, a prime minister, or even the Pope. 

As IMG grew and expanded, so did McCormack’s reputa-
tion as a businessman and entrepreneur. Not surprisingly, people 
wanted to know what he had to say. Enter Mark H. McCormack 
the best-selling author. When What They Don’t Teach You at 
Harvard Business School was first published back in 1984, it 
became an instant bestseller, spending 21 weeks at number one 
on the New York Times bestseller list and selling over a million 
copies worldwide.

The author himself was characteristically straightforward 
about the book: ‘I wrote What They Don’t Teach You at Harvard 
Business School not to take swipes at a great business school or 
to brag about my triumphs in 25 years of corporate warfare. 
Frankly, the book was born because I wanted to write down ideas 
I had been thinking out loud for years in the course of doing 
business.’ His aim was not to write the definitive guide to doing 
business, but to share his own thinking about being a ‘street 
smart’ executive, defined as the ability to use instinct, insight 
and perception to read people and business situations and act 
accordingly. So was born the idea of the ‘street smart’, a nugget 
of business information that uses an anecdote to bring to life a 
lesson from the real world of business. Out of the original book 
came a number of sequels and even a Success Secrets newsletter. 
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The fact that What They Don’t Teach You … is still in print today 
is testament not just to McCormack’s vision but also to the 
enduring appeal of his business strategies and tactics, and the 
no-nonsense way in which he was able to communicate his ideas.

McCormack died in 2003, but his legacy and business philos-
ophy live on. In the preface to the original Harvard book, he 
wrote, ‘In fairness to Harvard Business School, what they don’t 
teach you is what they can’t teach you …’ This new book has been 
written with this philosophy in mind. It celebrates McCormack’s 
genius by bringing together a collection of new street smarts 
based on interviews with the people who knew, worked with 
and were influenced by him – colleagues, clients and competi-
tors alike from the famous McCormack network of friends. The 
result is an affectionate tribute to the original Harvard book, 
featuring a stellar line-up of contributors from the sporting and 
business worlds, who show how a brush with McCormack could 
change the way you do business forever.

The book also offers an insight into why it was that Mark 
McCormack was able not just to build a global business, but also 
to have such a revolutionary and lasting influence on the sports 
industry throughout the world.

Jay Lafave, a former legal associate of McCormack and the 
first person McCormack hired to help him grow IMG, has 
thought long and hard about the why, and no one is better placed 
to provide an answer. His words speak volumes.

Why was Mark able to go so far and do so well? I don’t think 
there is a single answer to that question, but there are a number 
of things that I think equipped Mark to achieve the success for 
which he is recognised:

1.  Mark was intelligent. He was well rounded with broad 
interests and was well received and comfortable in almost 
any social group.

2.  Mark was perceptive. That’s a little different from being 
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4 BEYOND HARVARD

just intelligent. He noticed and absorbed things better than 
most.

3.  Mark had a prodigious capacity for work – a great deal of 
it. He pushed himself to work harder than, or at least as 
hard as, anyone else, starting long before dawn and on and 
on, well into the night and after dinner either in the office 
or on the road.

4.  Mark was extremely well organised so that the work he did 
was by and large done very efficiently. The famous 3 × 5 
index cards he carried in a jacket pocket consisted of a card 
or two for each member of staff, each client and each person 
with whom he was then transacting business. These notes 
were also recopied onto the famous yellow pad to create 
‘live’ lists that he revisited and updated regularly. As part of 
that process, Mark would stop and think about every topic 
going on with every staff member, every client and every 
business option, which kept everything well organised and 
correct in his own mind.

5.  He was punctual. Mark was always on time, which for him 
meant being present and ready to start a few minutes before 
any scheduled starting time. This was especially evident in 
Mark’s phone commitments. If he told you he would phone 
you around 8.15 a.m. a few weeks or even months ahead, 
you’d better set your watch, because Mark would call you 
at exactly that moment from wherever he might be.

6.  He set high standards for himself and for others around 
him. He wanted the best, to do the best, to be the best and 
to get the best. Mark set his goals with the best always just 
beyond his comfortable reach.

7.  Mark was focused on profit; for him it was a dominating 
obsession.

8.  Mark was a forward thinker, focusing always on the future.
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9.  From the very beginning, he was thinking internationally. 
Early clients included Gary Player, a South African golfer 
who had already won the Open Championship, and Bob 
Charles, a New Zealander. Mark also believed that to be 
a great golfer a client must win major events all over the 
world and against the best in the world, wherever they 
might be. That international viewpoint shaped Mark’s 
thinking about the business he was developing. We thought 
of it as one world.

10. Mark had a way of inspiring those who worked for and 
with him, and as such was a successful leader of people. 
It seemed to me that people who worked with or for Mark 
each felt they had a kind of inside track with him. They 
became very loyal supporters of Mark and later of IMG. 
While Mark was clearly the leader, he had a way of making 
everyone feel really important.

These are the qualities that combined to put Mark just a little 
ahead of his peers. When we were beginning back in the 1960s, 
people used to talk about finding ‘a million dollar idea’. Well, 
there weren’t that many who could actually get a million 
dollars from a million dollar idea – but Mark was one that 
could.

You’ll see these ‘qualities’ illustrated in this book again and 
again, whether from McCormack’s senior IMG colleagues, more 
junior staff who benefitted from IMG’s enabling culture, the 
talent IMG represents, or a generation of contributors who never 
knew McCormack personally, but are influenced even today by 
his legacy, including graduates from the Department of Sport 
Management at the University of Massachusetts that now bears 
his name.

As with the original Harvard book, the contributions have 
been organised into three thematic parts, focusing on the key 
street-smart areas of ‘People and relationships’, ‘Negotiation’ and 
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6 BEYOND HARVARD

‘Growing a business’. Each part includes a series of anecdotes 
and lessons designed to build a picture of the McCormack way 
of doing business.

But perhaps the final word should go to Arnold Palmer:

I never had a moment’s regret that I placed so much of my 
future in Mark’s hands. It proved to be the right thing for both 
of us, and we attained success beyond our wildest dreams. 

We hope that what follows will give you some pointers to 
business success too.
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