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WBB Ed Moment – 2/17/16 

The One Secret Skill Every Billionaire Masters 
 
Sources: Chris Heivly – Inc.com 
American Express/Open Forum 
(Edited for WBB by Eva Long) 
 

If we asked successful self-made billionaire like Jeff Bezos, Mark Cuban, Warren Buffett, 

Bill Gates, and Mark Zuckerberg to share some advice with us, what do you think they 

would say? 
 

Well, there's hire great people and also fire fast. There is know thy customer but build great 

product, too. Create a great business plan but also experiment and test everything. There is 

lead by example with openness and transparency but you can't share everything. 

 

There is so much good, solid, valuable advice they could share with us.  But if you studied 

Jeff Bezos, Mark Cuban, Warren Buffett, Bill Gates, and Mark Zuckerberg, what would be 

the one skill they have in common that they have all mastered?  They know their 

numbers. You can't make great decisions about your business without knowing your critical 

numbers like you know your kids birthdays.  

Warren Buffett once said, "Accounting is the language of business." Accounting is the way 

we measure business success. Knowing your numbers and being able to talk about them at a 

moment's notice without cue cards or a glance at your phone or tablet is a skill every 

successful billionaire shares. 

Do you think Mark Cuban knows his average attendance or merchandise sales for the Dallas 

Mavericks? Would you make bet with anyone that Bill Gates does not know his numbers 

regarding his philanthropic endeavors at a level of detail that would surprise us all? (Better 

not.) 

Knowing your numbers is a fundamental skill that signals your employees, partners, 

vendors, and investors that you are on your game.  

Each company has a financial Achilles heel that, if not carefully managed and monitored, 

can cripple the company. For example, in the restaurant business, it may be food and labor 

costs as a percentage of sales. In the retail industry, it may be rental charges or costs per 

square foot. In a consulting service, it may be revenues per professional. In manufacturing, 

it may be inventory turnover or percentage of defective returns.  Do you know where your 

company is financially vulnerable?  
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No matter what your business is, know your critical numbers, then monitor them carefully 

and compare them to key industry ratios. As it relates to the financial operations of a most of 

our businesses here, the profit and loss statement tells the most important story as to how 

your business is performing. This is where the results of your company’s efforts and 

successes are most often expressed.  Could you recite your profit and loss statement line by 

line, by heart, to the appropriate people in your company? 

 

In addition to your P&L, and depending on your type of business there might be other 

reports you’ll want to have at your fingertips:  Balance sheet, income statement, equity, 

debt, accounts receivables, and accounts payables and cash flow statements. 

 

All small companies inevitably encounter cash flow problems—it's a given. The informed 

business owner with an eye on the financials might see a solution to temporarily slow sales 

and step up receivables so the cash will magically flow again.  

 

Without a firm understanding of your numbers, how will you make informed decisions 

when you encounter a problem of paramount importance? The size and complexity of your 

business will usually dictate the types of business intelligence systems you'll need, but a 

process and a reasonable system for analyzing information is necessary even for a smaller, 

less complex enterprise.   

 

Entrepreneurs are, by nature, focused and driven. They're focused on the next product and 

the next sale, yet when asked what last month's revenues were or what the accounts 

receivable are today, they may only have a foggy notion at best--even though the financials 

are the tools that help manage successful business ventures over the long haul. 

 

Entrepreneurs who know their numbers have a tremendous advantage over those who do 

not. The financials tell a story--and understanding the story behind your numbers can be one 

of the most important ingredients for long-term success. 
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