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5.
ASSESS THE REAL VALUE 
OF THE ALTERNATIVE 
OPTION

After speaking to various MBA graduates about their experi-
ences at some of the world’s top programs, I decided to inves-
tigate the other end of the spectrum – the idea that you could 
create your own curriculum. I had discovered since my under-
graduate degree that the best jobs in the world were often the 
ones that you created for yourself. Most of my heroes, as I’ve 
described, purposefully chose not to do MBAs and had instead 
talked about learning on the job or absorbing knowledge from 
those they admired in the field. 

If you could create your own job, it made sense that you 
could create your own training program for getting there. The 
more that I learned about traditional MBA programs, the more 
I came to understand what Wharton graduate John Greathouse 
refers to in his argument for self-education, ‘The MBA Educa-
tion and Other Oxymorons.’8

He describes b-schools as “essentially vocational institu-
tions for consultants and investment bankers. In general, the 
curriculum is geared to beat the entrepreneurial spirit out of 
the students.” He talks about how he learned more from the 
guys running the hotdog stands outside of the Wharton Quad 
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than he did from most of his teachers. He also said that even 
the most entrepreneurial programs at most decent b-schools 
are still overly theoretical. 

“Reading cases in the hopes of becoming an entrepre-
neur is like trying to teach someone how to hit a baseball by 
reading a book. It might be entertaining to read about Ted 
Williams’ long, graceful swing and Babe Ruth’s powerful fol-
low-through, but there is no substitute for grabbing a bat and 
stepping up to the plate.” He also explored how starting a com-
pany is similar to base jumping.

Base jumping is a ‘sport’ which involves jumping off a high 
structure (bridge, building, mountain, etc,), free falling to an 
altitude in which the margin of a parachute malfunction ap-
proaches zero and then pulling the ripcord at the last possi-
ble moment.

Starting a company is like base jumping – without a para-
chute. In fact, to make matters more exciting, a startup re-
quires you to build your parachute while you are freefalling. 

He went further into this metaphor and I could totally 
relate to what he was saying from the various startups I had 
worked with. What I loved most about startups was that sense 
of adventure and adrenalin that came with navigating the issue 
of survival. In the startup world, I had seen people with fancy 
credentials tank projects and I had seen others without such 
credentials achieve amazing milestones. I completely agreed 
with what Greathouse said here:

Credentials may get you promoted… but they do not make 
payroll and they do not motivate customers to part with their 
hard-earned dollars. Other than helping to establish your 
credibility with investors, your academic credentials will have 
little impact on your adventure’s ultimate success.
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However, I still felt like it was necessary to read widely and 
learn from those who had come beforehand. The idea of an al-
ternative, self-designed MBA appealed to me but I knew that it 
lacked the prestige, credibility, and gate-opening abilities of a 
top-tier school name on the CV and I wondered how to design 
a program that was both creative yet effective. 

For that reason, I was not sure if self-directed learning 
could ever replace the program or whether anyone else could 
answer that for me, because only I could figure out what the 
program was ultimately for and what I wanted to do with the 
next few years. Perhaps irrationally, I believed that signing up 
to an MBA program outsourced this critical decision. Signing 
up to a traditional program meant letting business school aca-
demics decide the curriculum that was going to be relevant for 
you going forwards. 

Perhaps cookie-cutter jobs required cookie-cutter training 
– being in a cookie-cutter role was not necessarily a bad thing 
as it often came with a secure salary and defined parameters. 
When I thought about my heroes and their careers, I thought 
about how there was not necessarily training that they could 
purchase. They had created their own careers and with those 
careers they had to create their own networks and their own 
unique curriculum, often on the job itself. 

I was beginning to learn that an MBA could come in many 
different forms – the Harvard and Stanford experiences of Em-
ily and Bowen were very different from that of Ed from Exeter. 
Maybe knowing whether or not an MBA was for you came 
down to knowing what kind of future appealed to you. 

The idea of passive revenue was very appealing – the ideas 
that author and entrepreneur Tim Ferriss had put forward in 
The 4-Hour Work Week. I knew that building a business ap-
pealed to me, and I knew that to do that, you first had to have 
a tribe, as author Seth Godin talks about. I knew that lifelong 



8 WAYS TO ESCAPE THE MBA DEBATE

74

learning appealed to me, a concept that Personal MBA author 
Josh Kaufman talks about. 

AN MBA WON’T GUARANTEE A FOUR-HOUR WORK WEEK

At Escape the City, I often meet members who idolize Tim 
Ferriss, the creator of the 4-Hour Work Week blog and sub-
sequent bestsellers. Ferriss is emblematic of the Gen-Y pro-
gressive entrepreneur movement – the 24-hour, location in-
dependent, self-styled career space – as opposed to the 9-to-5, 
corporate-ladder climbing tribe. 

He is also a proponent of the Alternative MBA and outlines 
this in detail with his blog post, “How to Create Your Own 
Real-World MBA.”9 Originally attracted to Stanford’s MBA 
program, he instead decided to create his own program. 

In 2007, he started having frequent lunches with successful 
entrepreneur Mike Maples, to discuss marketing and angel in-
vesting. (Angel investing refers to putting sums in the tens to 
hundreds of thousands of dollars into early-stage startups.) He 
decided to create his own personal fund that would replace his 
b-school tuition fund – basically aiming to intelligently spend 
$120,000 over two years on angel investing in $10-20,000 
chunks, so 6-12 companies in total. His goals would be to ab-
sorb as much as possible about start-up finance, deal structur-
ing, rapid product design, initiating acquisition conversations, 
and so on.

He does not suggest copying this approach but talks about 
how a home grown MBA might be gained from spending 
$2,500 per month on experimenting with various “muses” 
which may potentially morph into sources of automated in-
come. He talks about learning to confront the issues and com-
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plexities of the real world instead of retreating to the ‘protec-
tive womb of academia.’

One blogger had listened to Ferriss speaking at the Apple 
Store in New York  and shared his insights about education in 
general.10

Ferriss feels that the value of a liberal arts education is its 
provision of a broad base of experiences and its tendency to in-
voke curiosity. Through learning to ask better questions, you 
learn more – instead of going through business case studies 
every week. Those with curiosity and passion tend to be the 
ones who succeed in life, regardless of their chosen field, the 
blogger argued. 

“The right mindset is not to focus on the short-term gains 
coming out of college or in your work, but to focus on what 
you’re LEARNING on the job. Tim talked about alternative 
forms of learning that were better than an MBA. For instance, 
if you wanted to learn how to invest, you would work close-
ly with a successful investor. If you didn’t have access to one, 
you could read through Warren Buffett’s Annual Letters to his 
Berkshire Hathaway shareholders. Tim actually went to one 
of Warren’s shareholder meetings just so he could ask Warren 
and his business partner Charlie Munger a question.”

The blogger went on to describe the Tim Ferriss think-
ing behind doing a virtually-free real world MBA compared to 
paying for an MBA: that it was unnecessary to invest time and 
money into a formal MBA program when you could design 
one yourself.

Course work could include listening to interviews of suc-
cessful people or attending events to watch them in person, 
speaking on the subject you want to learn more about. Lis-
tening to experts in person gives you the chance to ask them 
your own individual questions and allows you to leverage their 
wisdom in the specific issues you might be facing. 
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There is also the option of a quasi-alternative MBA on the 
job, by taking different roles inside your company. Through 
exposing yourself to a range of positions or projects, you can 
learn about the subjects that are covered in an MBA program, 
like accounting, economics, business strategy, marketing, 
communication. Most importantly, you can get experience on 
a critical topic: selling. 

Learning how to sell, or learning any other valuable skill, 
can often be done by working with passionate and smart peo-
ple. If you create your own “course work” and set realistic goals 
each day, you can engineer a situation where you’re getting 
paid to learn on the job. 

The materials (like books, videos, online programs) might 
not be free, but there is plenty of free learning out there. The 
issue is putting aside time for such learning and focusing on 
what it is you want to learn. 

To get to the head of your chosen field requires a dedica-
tion to lifelong learning in that area. Creating your own MBA 
or Learning Program can catalyse that process, and it should be 
an enjoyable process if you love what you do. 

Tim Ferriss took a unique approach to his own MBA which 
can basically be summed up as going to work for a smaller 
company (under 50 people) where you can directly report to 
the CEO or COO or similar. Working in close proximity to 
these dealmakers will teach you a load of information that can 
outpace your counterparts in traditional MBA programs be-
cause you’re not just absorbing new information, you’re exer-
cising it and turning it into actual experience as you proceed. 

AN MBA WON’T GUARANTEE A TRIBE

Tim Ferriss is far from being the only high-profile proponent 
of designing and following your own curated MBA curricu-
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lum. Stanford MBA graduate and bestselling author Seth Go-
din also created an Alternative MBA. In his post “If You Could 
Change Your Life,” he said:

Getting into Stanford Business School changed my life. In col-
lege, I trained to be a mediocre engineer (I didn’t set out to 
be mediocre at it, but I sure was). I was on track to become 
Dilbert. Getting into Stanford meant jumping the track. Go-
ing from one path to another in one fell swoop. I didn’t learn 
much of substance at business school, but that’s fine, be-
cause the school allowed me to make a graceful transition. I 
had permission to reinvent and a platform to do it.

Godin has argued that the core curriculum at business 
schools is largely irrelevant, and a business school degree func-
tions to provide a pedigree rather than learning. 

Like Ferriss, Godin says that if you are clear on your inten-
tions and know how you plan to maximize your instructors’ 
time, you can participate in an alternative MBA – he ran one 
himself, and he condensed his key findings in a blog post that 
really resonated with me. 

He described that our culture has done an incredible job 
at teaching talented people to pick up concepts from books. 
However, we’ve neglected to teach talented people how to 
execute effectively, or as he says, “Doing it. Picking up the 
phone, making the plan, signing the deal.” His Alternative 
MBA focused on this area, with each person every day coming 
in prepared to get pushed over the next hurdle. He concludes:

We didn’t do this at all at when I was at Stanford. We spent 
a lot of time reading irrelevant case studies and even more 
time building complex financial models. The thing is, you can 
now hire someone to build a complex financial model for you 
for $60 an hour. 
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The rest of the time, he says, entrepreneurship is about ex-
ecution: building and growing and leading teams and visions. 
He ends the post with obvious surprise that b-schools can jus-
tify “taking $100,000 in cash and teaching exactly the wrong 
stuff.”

THE PERSONAL MBA

Joshua Kaufman is a staunch advocate of self-education. He 
passionately states that “MBA programs don’t have a monop-
oly on advanced business knowledge: you can teach yourself 
everything you need to know to succeed in life and at work.”11 

He designed and created the Personal MBA, which he 
claims allows you to get a world-class education simply by 
reading his 99 recommended books. He also acknowledges 
that the debate concerning the value of traditional MBA pro-
grams is long and involved, and the Personal MBA is just one 
addition to the issues, rather than a conclusion in itself. 

While a traditional MBA might connect you to a lot of 
other talented people, help you to bond with some professors, 
and introduce you to corporate HR recruiters who can land 
you a new job, the price you will pay is taking on deep debt. 
If you enroll in a full-time MBA program, it is crucial to ac-
knowledge the opportunity cost of lost salary and long-term 
investable savings. He points out that there is nothing shown 
in a traditional MBA program that cannot be absorbed from 
reading the best books on the specified topic at hand. Kaufman 
argues that “the value of traditional MBA programs is not in 
the learning: the primary benefit is the connection to recruiters 
and other students.”

Kaufman says that if your goal is to work for a Fortune 
500 company in an industry where you lack experience, you 
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will probably find value in an MBA program, but if you’re 
an entrepreneur or a middle manager in a company you like, 
“Your limited time and energy is probably best spent working 
on your business and learning on your own.”

He also talks about the irony of how most promising MBA 
candidates are just as likely to succeed in business without an 
MBA as they are with the diploma. He harks back to what we 
explored in the last chapter – the opinion of Stanford busi-
ness professor Jeffrey Pfeffer (who co-wrote that report we 
explored with Christina T. Fong) who said, “If you are good 
enough to get in, you obviously have enough talent to do well, 
regardless.”

From what I had read about alternative self-directed pro-
grams, and from what I knew about myself from the work ex-
perience I’d already gained, I suspected that the more creative 
route might suit me better. However, I was still unsure as to 
whether taking the self-directed route might seem somewhat 
arrogant and elitist in itself – to turn my back on established 
institutions and their expensive programs simply because ‘I’ felt 
that ‘I’ could build a better curriculum for myself seemed bor-
derline ridiculous. 

An article by Jeff Bussgang, a General Partner at Flybridge 
Capital Partners, mentioned an analysis done by Aileen Lee. 
Aileen Lee, a founder of Cowboy Ventures (a seed-stage fund 
that backs entrepreneurs) had analysed ‘Unicorns’ (companies 
created in the past decade worth more than $1 billion) and 
systematically found that the companies with well-educated, 
thirtysomething co-founders who have history together have 
built the most successes, compared to inexperienced, twenty-
something founders. 

Bussgang talked about how a third of the Unicorns had 
at least one founding member with an MBA. 82% of those 
Unicorns had at least one founding member or current exec-
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utive team member with an MBA. Out of those with MBAs, 
the leading representatives in terms of schools were Harvard 
(21%), Stanford (17%) and Wharton (10%). Bussgang himself 
is a Senior Lecturer at Harvard Business School and teaches a 
course called Launching Technology Ventures. He explained 
in his article that the major schools have ‘radically changed’ 
their curriculums in order to ‘become super-focused on train-
ing their MBAs to be effective executives across a range of 
company sizes.’

One of my business heroes is Steve Blank, who is also a 
lecturer in the startup space. I have been following his ideas for 
years and saw that he had recently released a video course of 
his main ideas available for free online. I believe in following 
Ivy League professors and their ideas, but I question whether 
or not you have to physically experience such lectures in per-
son. So much of the best teaching content from the world’s top 
teachers is now available online, and I think that learning is 
learning, whether it’s happening inside a classroom at Harvard 
or in my living room. My trouble was figuring out what exact-
ly I was planning to learn, and why.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY 

 ▶ Tim Ferriss is of the opinion that you can design 
your own MBA program. Your course work 
can be anything from listening to interviews of 
successful people to going and seeing them live 
and in person talking about the subject that you’re 
passionate about. You can learn how to sell and just 
about any other skill by working for passionate and 
intelligent people. You can learn more in a year if 
you create your “course work” and follow through 
each and every day.  The best part is that you’re 
getting paid to learn on the job and your additional 
coursework doesn’t have to cost you a dime.

 ▶ Seth Godin, a Stanford Business School graduate, 
argues that at b-school, they spent a lot of time 
reading case studies and building complex financial 
models; nowadays, you can hire someone to do 
those things for you cheaply. The rest of the time, 
in an entrepreneur’s life, the difficult things are 
actually doing things like picking up the phone, 
making the sale, shipping the product. Getting 
things done. That, he argues, is what aspiring 
entrepreneurs should be learning how to do.

 ▶ Josh Kaufman designed and created the Personal 
MBA, which he claims allows you to get a 
world-class education simply by reading his 99 
recommended books. He argues that the value of 
traditional MBA programs is not in the learning: 
the primary benefit is the connection to recruiters 
and other students. The learning itself can be 



gained by reading some of the best business books 
out there.

EXERCISES

1. What might your own Alternative MBA program 
look like? 

2. What are the skills and outcomes you would need 
to take your career forward and what would you 
need to learn to ‘ship’?

3. Go onto the Personal MBA website and see which 
of the 99 recommended books you have already 
read, and which ones you are most keen to read 
from the list. 
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6.
START WHERE YOU PLAN 
TO END

While the idea of an Alternative MBA was beginning to appeal 
to me more and more, I knew that it would not have the same 
signalling effect as a traditional MBA. In other words, it would 
not look as good on my CV as a stamp from one of the world’s 
top schools. I wondered if I would even get into the world’s 
top schools and if not, whether I could achieve the same things 
without that stamp. 

Escape the City members consistently told me that reading 
the stories on our website helped them when deciding their 
own paths forward – something about the variety of narratives 
helped them to contextualise their own. So I set out to record 
the stories from members who had completed MBAs, and the 
themes that started to emerge were consistent with what I’d 
already found so far. Two of these stories reflected the general 
gist of what I found throughout the interview process.

EMILY’S STORY

I mentioned Emily before, who studied at Harvard Business 
School. She shared the importance of knowing what an MBA 
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was to be used for and emphasised how crucial it was for pro-
spective students to think really long and hard about their in-
tentions.

“I think too many people just kind of go, ‘Oh, I don’t know 
what to do, I’ll do an MBA,’ and that means that the value that 
they are getting from it is limited,” Emily said. She did not 
think that an MBA was particularly well suited to teaching a 
person how to become an entrepreneur. 

“It is very well suited to getting you a network,” she added. 
“If you come to do an MBA with a really clear business idea 
that you are able to execute, it’s the best place in the world to 
get resources, support, advice, and to kind of spend your first 
year as a startup, to build it up.”

“However,” she added, “If you are just coming in thinking, 
‘I might start something up’ then you will get discouraged and 
you will end up going into the job world and being offered 
$200,000 a year, and it’s quite hard to say no to that.”

She regretted not being “more structured and thoughtful” 
about her second year. 

“A lot of friends who had done a 1-year MBA said that 
their experience was much too short, but unless you think real-
ly carefully about what you are using that second year for, two 
years felt too long.”

She had done journalism and marketing beforehand and 
wanted to start something up as she knew that she hated the 
corporate world. 

“I don’t know if it’s a female thing, but I kind of thought, 
‘Gosh, I don’t have what it takes yet to start something up.’ 
Looking back, that’s nonsense,” she laughed. “I thought, ‘I 
have been too liberal arts-y, I don’t have enough quantitative 
experience, I’m not technical enough, I don’t know anything 
about finance or accounting.’ An MBA is a really shortcut way 
of learning that.”
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“An MBA is an amazing tool if used really well, but to use 
it really well you have to know yourself and you have to know 
exactly what you are trying to use it for,” she reflected. “ I 
used it as a kind of general learning and meeting experience. I 
probably would have liked to gain a bit more work experience 
before I did it.”

“I come from a really nontraditional background and so 
I learned a huge amount,” she shared. “My friends who came 
from finance and consulting, I think they learned much less; 
probably because they were repeating stuff they had already 
done and partly because they were so burnt out from invest-
ment banking.” She wasn’t the first person who had mentioned 
this point to me. 

“I think lots of people who do the MBA tend to be people 
who are slightly risk adverse,” she pointed out. “This isn’t a 
criticism, and I include myself in that category of people who 
think getting another stamp on their CV is a risk hedge.” I 
thought about those guys at the party I mentioned right at the 
start, the ones who almost seemed like they needed to prove 
something to those around them. 

Emily looked at me and summarised everything I’d come 
to suspect so far: “If you go into an MBA with your eyes wide 
open and you’re very thoughtful and deliberate about what 
you want to get out of it, you will get a huge amount out of 
it. If you do it just because you don’t know what else to do, I 
think it is an expensive way to spend two years.”

She talked about the value of the network, which she said 
was not worth hundreds of thousands of dollars on its own, 
but was about a thousand times more powerful than she imag-
ined. She told me that it wasn’t so much about just getting 
jobs; it was about people returning your emails. For instance, 
when she travelled around Africa and looked up every person 
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on the alumni database, she e-mailed him or her and almost all 
of them answered, even though they were at all kinds of levels. 

“I was just a young person – there was no reason for them 
to meet with me, but because of the HBS filter, they met with 
me,” she said. “The HBS filter means that ‘I expect you to be 
of a certain caliber so I’ll meet with you.’ This also means help 
with learning about industries, creating networks for sales, 
contacts in countries, everything.”

She also talked about how the MBA had expanding her 
horizons in the expectations she placed on herself. “In a really 
banal way, my Facebook profile would have looked very dif-
ferent four years ago than it does now. My Facebook feed is 
now full of stories from friends around the world doing stuff 
that I would have never encountered before.” I knew what she 
meant by this – I had noticed that since meeting more en-
trepreneurs and adding them to my Facebook network, I was 
coming across more and more useful articles and posts in my 
daily online life. 

“I now have inspiration from friends doing incredible 
things, which means I raise my own expectations of myself 
because I am not comparing myself to Mr. Jones next door,” 
she said. “You’re comparing yourself to all these amazing peo-
ple around the world and it makes you simultaneously more 
insecure but also more ambitious yourself. You see your friends 
running some of the top companies in Silicon Valley. Then 
you go, ‘Oh God, wow, I should be doing something of that 
order.’”

She added that as a female, Harvard Business School was 
a place where she met and was inspired by women more than 
men: “It was the first time I arrived and it was like, ‘Oh, you’re 
my people.’ I kind of went, ‘Hey, I’m allowed to be a strongly 
ambitious kind of alpha-type work woman, but I’m also al-
lowed to be a woman, and I’m allowed to stick with these other 
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women who are strongly ambitious and we can talk about Sex 
In The City or something like that.’ I saw these women who 
were able to be very strong but without being unfeminine.” 
This was something that definitely spoke to me – I was excited 
by the thought of meeting women like this; although again, I 
questioned whether I couldn’t meet or befriend them through 
other channels. 

“What do I wish I had known is that my living arrange-
ments totally defined my MBA experience,” she added. “No 
one told me that before. I had plans to live on campus housing 
and then they have a ballot for it, but I didn’t get anything, so 
I ended up having to live in a shared house with these other 
girls. It was one of the best things about my experience there. 
We had this amazingly happy house and I made these amazing 
friends.”

When I asked Emily for her thoughts on the varying value 
of the MBA in different worlds, she said that if a person planned 
to work at a well-known brand in the corporate world, an 
MBA would be a great investment. 

“When I go and talk to people and tell them that I have an 
MBA from Harvard, the tenor of the conversation changes” 
she said. “It opens doors; it helps in a huge number of ways.”

However, an MBA, she theorised, “Almost goes against 
you in the startup world. There is a whole kind of conversa-
tion around how MBAs are terrible in startups because they 
are quite risk adverse. I think startups hire MBAs at a certain 
point of growth, but they dislike MBA founders for example, 
because they think they’re slightly cocky and don’t know what 
they are doing and don’t have any tangible skills, which might 
be true.”

“So if you know for certain that you are going to start a 
company, I’m not entirely convinced it’s the best investment 
for you, particularly if it’s a tech company,” she concluded. “I 
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think it is marginally more useful for starting a food company 
or for starting a fund or for starting a manufacturing company. 
I think it varies. But tech is so much about quick and dirty, 
scrambling, rapid iteration, moving quickly, embracing risk. 
It’s kind of the opposite of learning a method and then apply-
ing the method, which is what an MBA is about.”

KIRSTEN’S STORY

Another MBA graduate I talked to was Kirsten, who had been 
at a small and medium-sized enterprise offering very niche 
marketing services for over seven years before she started to 
wonder what else she could do. When I spoke to her, Kirsten 
was attending Vlerick Business School.

“To be honest, I really started to wonder what I had been 
doing for that many years as I felt a growing sense of dissat-
isfaction,” she shared. “It wasn’t until speaking with a great 
friend that I realized I had loved the job because I enjoyed 
fixing things, making things work better, and making things 
grow.” 

She considered that perhaps her time had come to move 
on, but she had no idea how to translate what she had done 
into what she wanted to do. A friend suggested an MBA, 
which was met with “a good giggle” from those who knew 
Kirsten well. “I had never been a particularly strong academic,” 
Kirsten admitted. “A hard worker and practical, perhaps… but 
academic? Not on your life.”

Suddenly, it all clicked into place: “An MBA would not 
only draw a line under what I had done and to a certain extent 
‘explain’ what I had been doing for the last seven years but it 
was also the new experience that I was dying for, a new chal-
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lenge to push me where I had failed, having got too comfort-
able, an opportunity to change what I had become.”

She had never been to Belgium before and knew it was “a 
slightly strange choice” but had a gut feeling that it was the 
place for her. “It’s not a bad school but it’s not in the top five ei-
ther but for me it fit the bill for what I wanted my MBA to do.”

The year flew past and while she had never enjoyed learn-
ing at school or university, this time around was different. 
Half of her year involved lectures and the other half involved 
practicing what had been learned, through two consultancy 
placements (one was a business and the other was a non-profit 
organisation of the student’s choice).

For the non-profit organisation, Kirsten headed out with 
six friends to Myanmar and promptly “fell in love with the 
place” – she knew that she wanted to come back to stay and 
work at some point. She wanted to experience its steady devel-
opment into a safer and happier place for others to live. 

She headed back to London to start her next adventure (and 
to figure out how to get back to Myanmar) and found herself 
looking at change management, which, before her MBA, she 
had never been aware of as a career choice. 

After asking around for advice from her network, she was 
offered a year’s contract project manager role on a big change 
project with a large firm turning over more than 3 billion a 
year. 

“It was a great opportunity to learn, understand and then 
reassess – I changed industry, role and size of firm – I believe 
I would have never been considered for the role without my 
MBA, but I also probably would have never gone for it,” she 
said. “Three months in, I was offered a permanent role and 
managing a third of their key change projects. This isn’t the 
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end plan in any sense of the word however this part has abso-
lutely exceeded expectations.”

“An MBA is not a golden gateway to another world that 
you can’t get to without it,” she confirmed. “It doesn’t even 
teach you things you can’t learn anywhere else. The key is 
to be clear why you personally are doing it, and achieve it no 
matter what.”

“This degree was the best thing I could have given myself 
at that stage in my career,” Kirsten said. “It got me out of a 
hole, restored my confidence, improved my knowledge so I 
could walk and talk comfortably with CEOs and CFOs of bil-
lion-pound companies, made me look at the world in a totally 
new way, and made employers look at me differently.” Like 
Emily, she confessed that a newfound friendship circle was an 
unexpected but crucial highlight of her MBA experience. 

WHY SOME STARTUPS HAVE NEVER HIRED AN MBA

Having spoken to a variety of MBA alumni, I started to notice 
the culture differences between them and those I knew who 
worked in startups. It was hard to pinpoint what the differenc-
es were, so I turned to Google. On a Quora forum under this 
topic12, I found some insightful answers from entrepreneur, in-
vestor and professor John Greathouse. 

He wrote an article on whether entrepreneurs should get 
an MBA, and talks about the incongruence between what an 
MBA can offer and what a startup needs. 

• Tool Users – Startups are initially in discovery mode – 
they need people who can DEFINE problems, not just 
solve those which are already defined. MBAs come out 
of school with a nice, shiny toolkit from which they are 
ready to bang away at problems, but they often lack the 
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practical experience needed to thoughtfully define the 
challenges that need solving, as well as those that can 
be ignored. 

• Golden Handcuffs – Top MBA schools are very expensive 
and graduates make big bank. When I graduated from 
Wharton 20+ years ago, my compatriots were making 
$120k - $150k (double in today’s dollars?). I was one of 
the few who shunned the investment banking / consult-
ing path for the life as an initially unpaid entrepreneur. In 
short, most startup can’t afford MBAs as they don’t deliv-
er value commensurate with their compensation.

• Attitude – I have a lot of MBA friends, but the reality is 
that many people who get into top Business Schools are 
Tools. They are not cool and are often solely focused on 
furthering their own careers, rather than building teams. 
This preference for a cutthroat, rather than a collabora-
tive culture, is not healthy at a fragile startup in which 
everyone must row in the same direction and the drama 
quotient must be minimized.

This was only emphasized by other Quora forums I wan-
dered into, like one titled, ‘Why are MBAs looked down upon 
in Silicon Valley.’13 The key points seemed to be that there 
is a perception among startup entrepreneurs that MBAs are 
driven by motivations such as money and profit, as opposed to 
the holistic value of a product, and that MBAs’ typical lack of 
technical acumen can make them unable to understand general 
industry trends beyond buzzword level. 

Via Quora, I found this perspective from Matthew Roche, 
CEO, Extole14:

I have noticed that the type of person who gets an MBA tends 
to be seeking leverage. For example, if I am smart, and then I 
attach Stanford to my name, then I have a force multiplier in 
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terms of access to resources and authority. I am borrowing 
their brand to enhance mine. It is rational.  

If you are the type of person who values brand-borrowing, 
your instinct will be to continue to seek assets that create the 
same leverage. Goldman, Facebook, and other huge brands 
do this. They provide access to huge resources, distribution, 
and, frankly, when you say you work for them, your calls get 
returned.

A startup has none of this. You have to create all of your own 
leverage, and your résumé is of limited utility in hiring and 
selling.

If you are looking for startup success, you would not seek 
people that want leverage or who are optimized for situa-
tions where leverage already exists. You want people who 
create leverage. You want engineers and salespeople.

Even if you don’t want to start your own company, I won-
dered if getting an MBA would hinder your ability to be even 
be hired by startups. GoCardless is a leading London-based 
startup with fifteen employees, who manage online payments. 
Founder Matt Robinson explains why they have never hired an 
MBA in the below company blog post.15

I was driven to write this post [about] a jobs fair we recently 
attended, and the number of deluded MBAs / ex-consultants 
(I and my co-founders are all ex-consultants) who came to 
talk to us – all under the same terrible misconception.

“I WANT TO BE A PRODUCT MANAGER AT GOCARDLESS”

Nine out of ten of those guys (not all guys by the way) came 
over, and, after a well-rehearsed handshake and polite intro-
duction, began to tell me how much they would love a role as 
a Product Manager at GoCardless. Now the fact that you want 
to work at my company is a huge compliment, thank you, but 
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hang on, I didn’t see a job ad on our site for a product manag-
er. Come to think of it, what the hell would a product manag-
er do at an early stage startup like GoCardless? We have got 
15 employees. As one of our Biz Dev guys, Nabeel, said at the 
weekend: “Do they seriously think that they are going to rock 
up on day 1, be given a team of developers and let loose on 
the product?”

“SO I ASKED THEM”

I was initially a little taken aback and would outline how 
GoCardless worked and the kind of roles we had and they 
seemed a little shocked, like it wasn’t quite what they were 
expecting. So I started asking them: “What do you think a 
product management role at GoCardless would entail?” Most 
responses took a similar theme: “I can devise a product strat-
egy to help you grow your company over the coming years.” 
Wtf? Would you like a corner office with that?

Frankly, this is crazy talk. How can you possibly think that any-
one in their right mind is going to hire you, Joe Schmo, from 
semi-respectable business school A, with all of six case stud-
ies under your belt to define the product strategy for their 
startup? That is simply not how early stage startups work.

“SO HOW DO EARLY STAGE STARTUPS WORK?”

More so than later on, early stage startups need to be driven 
by a collection of people who get shit done. If they are not, 
then nothing will happen and the company will die. The kind 
of people who work in startups early on, in whatever role, are 
there because they want to take ownership of and see im-
pact from their work. When you are that small, everyone has 
to have the product manager mentality. But they also have to 
be able to get shit done.

This fits with my personal belief that early stage companies 
work best when they have a flat structure. But even in a sit-
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uation where that is not the case (or that I am wrong), you 
would expect management of any type, product or other-
wise, to come from the founders/management team at this 
stage in the company’s life. If you have a need for a distinct 
product management function at this time, I would be ex-
tremely worried about either the kind of management team 
that is in place, or the kind of people the company is hiring; in 
fact, probably both.

“ASKING A STARTUP TO HIRE YOU AS A PRODUCT MANAG-
ER IS BASICALLY ASKING FOR A CALL-UP TO THE MANAGE-
MENT TEAM”

Expecting to become a product manager at a large [corpora-
tion], or even a later stage startup like Twitter or Google, is a 
great option for an MBA, particularly one with a semi-techni-
cal background. It also makes a lot of sense for the company. 
However, asking a startup to hire you as a product manager 
is basically asking for a call-up to the management team. Un-
less you have exceptional experience, skills or connections, 
this is delusional.

Now I am not trying to argue that there is no place for MBAs, 
or that no MBA has a clue about startups – both of those are 
demonstrably untrue. Also having an MBA itself is clearly not 
the problem. So what is?

The problem is that a large proportion of MBAs ambitions 
seem to have moved away from entering a large corporate 
to becoming part of the burgeoning startup scene, and this 
shift has not been reflected in the course content. Most MBAs 
will offer whole modules on entrepreneurship and startups, 
yet they somehow fail to communicate the most basic under-
standing of what it takes to start a company to their students. 
(I acknowledge isolated exceptions such as Peter Thiel’s Stan-
ford lecture series.)
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“BIZ DEV IS A CLEVER NAME FOR DIRTY WORK”

As a result there is a large number of people qualifying from 
business schools in London (and probably in most other plac-
es outside SF) that do not understand the fundamental rule of 
startups: ideas & strategies are worthless, execution is every-
thing. If your whole role is to come up with ideas & strategies 
for the product but you can’t make them happen yourself, 
and have a very limited understanding of how you could, you 
are pointless. Trust me, as a non-technical co-founder, I know.

This is particularly true of non-technical students who seem 
to think that working in a startup is all about coming up with 
high-level strategies, negotiating big sales deal and raising 
multi-million dollar investment rounds. It’s not. As this post 
from Christopher Steiner says: “Biz Dev is a clever name for 
dirty work.”

“WHENEVER I SEE A CV WITH AN MBA ON IT, I VIEW IT AS A 
BLACKMARK”

So many MBAs come out of b-school with this mindset that 
I have now reached the point where I see having an MBA on 
your CV as a blackmark. And it’s not just me. If you have one 
and you’re serious about applying to a startup, I would ex-
plain in your intro email why you’re not like most other MBAs 
and you actually understand what it takes to be successful at 
a startup.

Don’t fancy getting your hands dirty? Then don’t join an early 
stage startup. And whatever you do, don’t start one: I spend 
at least 50% of my time doing crap that I wouldn’t ask anyone 
else in the company to do. Like I said earlier, you can probably 
snag a product management role at a corporate or even a lat-
er stage startup and do a great job there.
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“IF YOU HAVE READ ALL THAT AND YOU STILL WANT TO 
JOIN AN EARLY STAGE STARTUP, THEN READ ON”

So what can you do to make yourself better equipped for 
working at, and more attractive to, a startup? There’s no sin-
gle answer, but the kind of things that distinguish applicants 
(and eventual employees) at GoCardless are:

(1) Embracing new technologies and learning to code – even 
if you will never be a hacker, a basic understanding will deliv-
er a step-change in your effectiveness;

(2) A proven ability to get shit done – start and keep up a club, 
blog (hypocritical I know given my recent hiatus!) or other 
small enterprise; or

(3) Knowledge and experience of working at a startup – the 
only way to really learn about doing a startup is by working 
at or starting one yourself. (The next best thing is to be well 
read on the space and with the number of great resources 
out there you really have no excuse.)

From reading all of this, I began to revisit my original in-
tentions for applying to do an MBA in the first place. If I were 
already in the startup world, and I was already happy here, and 
an MBA seemingly added little value to my startup credentials 
– why was I even thinking about pursuing one anyway? 

I told myself that there were different forms of startups – 
sure, I had experience with technology startups, but maybe an 
MBA would expose me to other types of startups. Maybe an 
MBA would help me to learn some of the lingo that could 
come be helpful if I ever decided to raise funding in future for 
my own startup. 

Somehow, those arguments seemed weak. The more I 
learned about how MBA graduates were perceived in certain 
pockets of startup land, the less the program held appeal for me. 
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CHAPTER SUMMARY

 ▶ Know what you want to use the MBA for – it is 
not a magic bullet. An MBA serves you well if you 
want to work with companies who are at a later 
stage of business.

 ▶ If you want to deal with early-stage businesses 
and startups, an MBA might actually just be an 
expensive, debt-ridden procrastination tool – 
unless you already have a very clear idea of what 
you might use an MBA network for, and want to 
start developing your business in your second year 
of the program. 

 ▶ An Alternative MBA cannot replace the pre-
screened network and the peers of the traditional 
MBA. However, a traditional MBA does not give 
you the same time and freedom to pursue work 
experience projects with startups, which is probably 
a more useful field to work in if you ultimately see 
yourself working with early-stage startups.


