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The Effective Executive, Peter Drucker 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

Peter Drucker was a famous management consultant who helped build the modern business 

corporation as well as earning the Presidential Medal of Freedom. 

His principles aren’t revolutionary, in fact some will seem like common sense, but his work serves as a 

great foundation to leading both a successful business and a successful career.  

 

My Takeaway 

To me, management is people. What Drucker does a great job of in this book, is relating the importance 

of people with the importance of processes needed to structure and organize people.  

Through simple concepts, he provides management techniques executives should carry out in their 

sleep.  
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Lesson 1: What’s a CEO 

A CEO is someone who knows what needs to happen, how to make it happen, and how to promote a 

sense of responsibility and accountability throughout an entire organization. My favorite example for 

good management is not what a CEO does while in the office, but what happens when he is out of the 

office. Does his team run without a hitch when he’s not there? Or do his vacations turn into crisis mode 

calls and emails? If it’s the latter, it’s because they haven’t established responsibility and accountability. 

The example used is U.S. President Harry Truman and how when he took the office in 1945, he wanted 

to focus on domestic issues, but realized that issues abroad needed the attention. Showing his ability to 

adapt to what the company or the country needs, he focused on foreign policy and became one of the 

most effective foreign policy presidents in history.  

 

Lesson 2: Who’s a CEO  

Here Drucker raises the question “are CEO’s born or made”, and shows us that CEO’s are made by 

tuning into themselves and leading by example. 

He tells us it comes down to holding ourselves to our own responsibility and accountability by creating 

systems that cut through our own internal biases. For example, generally we fall to confirmation bias – 

only looking at facts and arguments that support our position. Performance reviews should be designed 

and built to defend against this.  

 

Lesson 3: Results Driven 

The best CEO’s are results driven, and know the right goals to plot for these results.  

He brings up the distinction between knowledge workers – a specialist in a specific field who works with 

their mind, and manual workers – those who produce concrete goods with their hands.  

Knowledge workers are complicated. First off, unlike manual workers who have clear productivity and 

efficiency metrics, the knowledge workers performance is very ambiguous. One could replace units 

produced with hours worked, but we all know there isn’t the same correlation. To make it even more 

complicated, knowledge work is increasingly being done in collaboration, adding to the performance 

review complexity.  

Drucker explains that this complexity brings a need for communication that is as clear, open and results 

driven as possible.   
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Lesson 4: Line in the Sand 

Executives make decisions. They’re the ultimate “expert” and are accountable for their decisions. 

Drucker tells us within asking yourself “is this decision worth making”, two questions must come to 

mind: 

 1: What would happen in this situation if you did nothing? 

 2: Would the probable outcome of your decision greatly outweigh its risks and costs? 

If the answer to the second question is no, DON’T PROCEED. 

He also tells us that no matter the decision, it’s the executive who’s responsible, and because of that it is 

your responsibility to face the risk.  

“Everyone can make the wrong decision – in fact, everyone will sometimes make the 

wrong decision” 

 

Lesson 5: Boundary Conditions  

Effective decision makers understand and are explicit about boundary conditions – the conditions that 

form the basis of a decision.  

The example he gives is with FDR, and how when FDR campaigned for presidency in 1933, he promised 

to repair the economy by only using the existing balanced budget. This balanced budget was his 

condition.  

 

Lesson 6: Be Open 

Decisions are predictions, and no predictions are certain. Within having predictions, we are all doomed 

to be duped by our own brain if we let it do all the talking.  

Instead, we must be open to alternative view points and encourage honesty and openness. This comes 

in the form of building off each other (saying yes, and to each idea instead of no), as well as surrounding 

your organization with diverse skill sets and mindsets.  

 

Lesson 7: Past Performance 

Another way to aid in decision making is learning from past mistakes, and setting up feedback systems 

so you can learn from your own past.    
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Lesson 8: Time 

What is your most precious resource? Time. Drucker showed us a study of a group of executives who 

guessed how they used their time during the day. To their disappointment, their guesses were quite off.  

Drucker recommends us to be disciplined in cutting unnecessary things out of our schedule. For 

example, one CEO had dinner out every night for two years. When having to really evaluate this, she 

realized these dinners weren’t as mandatory as she thought, and further there were employees who 

could, and wanted to attend instead.  

Drucker points to things like social events, meetings, etc.  

An exercise we learned in graduate school related to this was called a time energy audit. The application 

was simple – document every activity from the moment you wake up to the moment you go to sleep, 

and every document your energy. Do this for a week, and you’ll see your natural patterns of highs and 

lows for energy. When you see this, you can start planning energy draining and energy boosting 

activities based off your audit.  

 

Lesson 9: Power of the Whole 

A team is only as strong as it’s weakest link. With that said, executives must build effective working 

environments by focusing on the strengths of their employees.  

The example Drucker uses is the power of delegation, and delegating weaknesses of one to strengths of 

others. But don’t get overwhelmed, as Drucker warns executives to make sure they understand their 

value add and to always be responsible for this.  

 

Lesson 10: Crap In = Crap Out 

How do you have a rock star organization? By only allowing rock stars in the building (WARNING: Rock 

Stars don’t mean just GPA and IQ).  

Drucker calls on executives to accomplish this by creating clear job descriptions, but also being flexible 

by worrying less about matching a too-specific job list, and instead finding the right person with a 

flexible skill set.  

 

 

Like What You See? To learn more check 

this out! 
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