
Strategic Audacity and Rapid Growth 

Marking the 60th anniversary of the Xerox copier, we describe the early days of this iconic company and 

compare it to today’s growth companies. 

How bold strategic thinking turned a small company into a global giant 

In 1959, Haloid, a small company in Rochester, New York introduced the Xerox 914, the first plain paper 

copier. Until then, the primary means for making duplicates of documents were carbon paper, mimeograph 

and ditto machines. Documents were typically typed with carbon paper sandwiched in between. Mimeograph 

machines, originally invented by Thomas Edison, forced ink through a stencil. Ditto machines, also called spirit 

machines, used alcohol to transfer dye from a wax coated ‘master slide’ to sheets of paper. There was no easy 

way to make a copy of an original document. 

The 914 was a large and complex machine. It harnessed a range of diverse technologies including light and 

optics, photoelectricity and fragile photoreceptors, a new material called ‘toner’, and rollers and air puffs for 

paper handling – all at the touch of a button. But there were several practical challenges. The 914 weighed 

650 pounds, was too wide for many doors, and required electrical wiring that most offices didn’t have. It was 

noisy and smelly. If paper got stuck in the fuser, it would catch fire, so the 914 came with a fire extinguisher. 
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The 914 was too big and heavy to take and demonstrate to customers, so the company decided to use 
television advertising. The first ad had a young girl, who was visiting her Dad’s office, make a copy. The next 
day, A. B. Dick, the leading supplier of mimeograph machines, insisted it was a hoax and the FTC ordered the 
ad stopped. The company immediately reshot the ad, this time using a trained chimpanzee, and invited the 
FTC investigators to watch. The result was one of the most recognized ads of the early 1960’s – “so easy even 
a chimp can do it.” 
 

 

 

 

 

 

http://americanhistory.si.edu/collections/search/object/nmah_1085916
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YOEM6_JB5CI


In response to the issue of paper catching fire, the marketing team’s solution was to rename the fire 

extinguisher a ‘scorch eliminator’. When a repair technician was called to fix a machine with smoke or fire, 

they would say, ‘there seems to be a little scorching here.’ 

The most important marketing innovation was in pricing. Carbon paper cost pennies, and mimeograph and 

ditto machines were $50-$100. The 914 was very expensive. The solution was provided by the young head of 

Sales, C. Peter McColough, who later became CEO and Chairman. Instead of selling copiers, they would sell 

copies, and pricing was set per copy based on total copy volume (the 914 could make as many as 100,000 

copies per month). The machines were leased, not sold. Five-cent copies quickly became available in post 

offices, libraries and other convenient locations, which further expanded the market. 

Haloid innovated in all aspects of their business model. The 914 was notoriously unreliable so they built a large 

technician force. They created manufacturing and marketing partnerships around the world and ultimately 

were in 160 countries. They were pioneers in transfer pricing and bundling (though this later became an anti-

trust problem). Revenues grew rapidly and reached $500M within five years ($4B in today’s dollars). The 

company was renamed Xerox and listed on the NYSE in mid-1961 and the stock price grew 15-fold between 

1962 and 1972. 

How growth companies of the 1960’s compare to today’s growth leaders 

Despite Xerox’ staggering growth rate, it does not match the speed and scale that we are seeing today in 

companies like Amazon, Facebook and Google, Tencent and Alibaba. 

In his new book, Blitzscaling, Reid Hoffman, the co-founder of PayPal and CEO of LinkedIn, explains the key, 

strategic difference: today’s leaders have an intense, singular focus on ‘rapidly building out a company to 

serve a large and usually global market, with the goal of becoming the first mover at scale.’ This is often at the 

expense of traditional performance measures (e.g. revenues, profits) and support functions (e.g. sales and 

customer service). Hoffman makes an analogy to the WW II concept of ‘blitzkrieg’ where instead of building 

out supply lines, an army takes the enemy rapidly and by surprise, and finds the necessary resources when it 

wins. For these companies, winning a majority of customers in a new market (e.g. search, online shopping, 

personal websites) is more important than revenues, profits or customer care. Computing power, scalable 

software and network effects are driving this trend with huge implications for investors and employees. 

Whether a company is growing rapidly like Xerox or blitzscaling like Facebook, the great growth companies of 

the last 50 years have one thing in common – they set audacious goals and are very disciplined in meeting 

them. They stay the course but are not afraid to make mid-course corrections. 

At Turknett, we view this as a three-step, iterative process: Imagine, De-risk and Adapt. Companies must think 

big, systematically and efficiently turn unknowns into knowns, and act decisively as new discoveries are made. 

This could mean accelerating, pivoting or stopping. 

Rapid scaling and fast growth are not for everyone, but all companies need to be aware of and understand 

how these leaders win. …………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
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