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B
Financial inequities have ruled base-

ball since the days of fl at bats and heavy 
wool uniforms. The situation has been 
made worse by the advent of modern-day 
big-market teams garnering obscenely 
lucrative cable television contracts 
and mega merchandising opportunities 
unimaginable in Beane’s corner of the 
baseball universe. With unlimited cash 
and the will to spend it, those teams 
have long held a competitive advantage 
over their less well-heeled brethren. Un-
til now. 

Drawing on an unconventional blue-
print inspired equally by Warren Buffett 
and a previously obscure statistical 
matrix, Beane has built an organization 
that is both the envy and the bane of the 
game’s orthodox thinkers. 

On Beane’s watch the team has be-
come a consistent producer both on and 
off the fi eld, achieving seven straight 
winning seasons while pulling in a re-
ported $16 million in operating income 
on a gross of $134 million last year. That 
success has spread to all levels of the 

organization, including the Sacramento 
River Cats, the team’s top minor-league 
affi liate. 

By triumphantly competing year 
in and year out against the big boys 
while playing in an outdated facility and 
keeping payroll to a fraction of their 
competitors’, the A’s single-handedly 
blow up the baseball mantra that says 
you have to outspend your competition 
to win. 

Already well-respected in baseball, 
Beane was thrust into the national busi-
ness mindset in 2003 with the publication 
of “Moneyball: The Art of Winning an 
Unfair Game,” Michael Lewis’s insightful 
bestseller detailing how Beane and the 
A’s use sabermetrics — a form of statis-
tical analysis previously known mostly 
to Rotisserie League geeks — as their 
primary tool for evaluating personnel. 

Sabermetric wisdom contends that 
the traditional way of valuing the game’s 
assets — its players — places far too 
much emphasis on what conventional 
wisdom believes them to be rather 

than what they really are. The result is 
that many teams end up paying a lot of 
money for players based on reputation 
or potential rather than proven results. 
Sometimes this pays off, but just as of-
ten it doesn’t. In the A’s model, a player’s 
value is rarely if ever determined by the 
hazy, hard-to-defi ne intangibles most 
baseball people love like their own chil-
dren. 

The A’s prefer to invest their money 
based on what a player has historically 
accomplished in certain areas at every 
level of competition. The goal is to fi nd 
the nugget most people have missed, 
players who shine in ways typically un-
dervalued. That means perusing data 
and lots of it; Beane aims for the same 
level of statistical evaluation a certain 
investment demigod might practice be-
fore plunking down big bucks for a stock 
purchase. 

“Warren Buffett’s overriding busi-
ness philosophy is just so transferable 
to my business,” says Beane. “Buffett 
likes to say that investing is the most ef-
fi cient when it is the most businesslike. 
If you just substitute the term baseball 
management for investing, it really is ap-
plicable.” 

An allegiance to the Buffett phi-
losophy is not unthinkable in baseball 
circles as long as you’re talking about 
Jimmy Buffett. But while Beane is known 
to roam the A’s offi ces in shorts, a Ha-
waiian shirt and fl ip-fl ops, he prefers to 
get his inspiration from the Berkshire 
Hathaway CEO rather than from the lyr-
ics to “Margaritaville.”

“Look at the tech boom,” Beane says. 
“Buffet sat out the tech boom because 
he couldn’t fi nd a rational reason to be 
a part of it. People at the time said he 
was passé. They said this was the new 
economy, but it turned out that he was 
right. We try to do the same thing with 
our company. We try to be very linear 
and subjective with why things work or 
why they don’t.”
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JOB: Vice president and general 

manager of the Oakland Athletics.

ROOTS: Born March 29, 1962, in 
Orlando, Fla.; raised in San Diego.

FAMILY: Lives in Danville with his wife, 
Tara. Has one daughter, Casey, who 

lives in San Diego. 

EDUCATION: Attended the 
University of California, San Diego, 

where he studied economics. 

WORK ETHIC: “You know you are 
going to fail at times. If you haven’t, 
it means you probably haven’t gone 

anywhere.”

LIFE PHILOSOPHY: “The best and the 
worst of times are both temporary. 

What’s important is that there 
is constant growth along the way.” 

FAMILY
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aseball is many things to many people: a sport, a pastime, and sometimes a way of life. It is cer-

tainly all of those things to Oakland Athletics Vice President and General Manager Billy Beane, 

the man behind the team’s remarkable on-fi eld success over much of the last decade. But to 

Beane, baseball is also a business, one that is weighted to favor the biggest fi sh in the pond. 
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Of course, the A’s are not the only 
baseball franchise ever to adopt a prag-
matic approach to the game. But that 
approach is almost always intended to 
line up corporate sponsors or lure peo-
ple through the turnstiles to buy $150 
team jackets. What separates Oakland 
from the rest of the herd is that they 
have applied advanced investment prin-
ciples to what they do on the field, long 
the domain of crusty men who deal in 
vague potential over hard reality. 

“The bottom line is that if you have a 
good product — if you win ballgames — 
people will come to the ballpark,” Beane 
says. “The fans are not going to come to 
81 home games because you give out 81 
different bobbleheads.”

Beane has without question put out 
a good product. While the acclaim has 
been personally profitable — Beane is 
highly sought after as a motivational 
speaker for business groups across the 
country — he insists it doesn’t mean 
much to him.

“You always have to be careful not 
to let a few voices, good or bad, repre-
sent the masses,” Beane says, “because 
you’re never as smart or as dumb as any-
one says you are. You’re actually only 
that dumb if you believe what they say.”

Beane clearly understands that put-
ting equal or even more faith in what 
the A’s see on paper as they do in what 
they see in cleats definitely makes them 
the game’s oddball contingent. It is both 
risky and rewarding, but something he 
says is born out of the necessity of deal-
ing with market conditions. 

“There are 30 baseball teams in this 
league, which really means 30 micro 
businesses,” Beane says. “They can’t 
all be run the same way. Our way of do-
ing things is to find efficiencies in an 
inefficient market. It works for us as a 
business and as a baseball team.” 

Beane’s business model is hard to 
dispute. Even with a gradual rise over 
the last few years, the A’s payroll this 
year is only about $60 million; the New 
York Yankees 2006 payroll tops $200 mil-
lion, and the Boston Red Sox spend well 
over $125 million. Given that limitation, 
the A’s rarely make any attempt to keep 
the talent they develop, preferring to 
replace players looking for a big payday 
with cheaper ones they have groomed 
for just such an occasion. 

“We probably have the most chal-
lenges of any team in the game because 
we are not only sharing an old stadium, 
but we’re doing it in a two-team market 
[with the San Francisco Giants] that has 
traditionally been a very difficult place 
to draw fans,” he adds. “So doing things 
the way all the other teams do it would 
probably be a recipe for disaster for 
us.” 

Given Oakland’s fiscal situation 
when Beane took over in 1998, it really 
wasn’t much of a risk to try something 
completely different. Under the team’s 

then-owner, Levi Strauss magnate 
Walter Haas Jr., the A’s had flourished, 
spending lavishly on players while win-
ning three straight pennants from 1988 
to 1990 and putting 2 million-plus butts 
in the seats annually. 

But Haas passed away shortly there-
after and the A’s soon had new owners, 
Bay Area developers Steve Schott and 
Ken Hoffman. The pair installed a more 
businesslike approach, but their efforts 
also brought the franchise an entirely 
new dynamic: failure. 

Schott and Hoffman pinched pennies 
until the copper melted, and the team’s 
once league-high payroll was rapidly re-
duced to one of its lowest. The ensuing 
on-field product was predictably lousy. 
But the A’s six straight losing seasons 
gave Beane the chance to continue 
the reshaping of the organization that 
started under his predecessor, former 
General Manager Sandy Alderson. 

It was a role Beane had been pre-
paring for his entire life. A multi-sport 
star athlete while growing up in San 
Diego, Beane was drafted by the New 
York Mets in the first round of the 1980 
amateur draft, setting up a decision 
between playing pro baseball and ac-
cepting a baseball-football full ride to 
Stanford. The Mets waved a $125,000 
signing bonus and Beane, the product 
of a middle-class Navy family, took the 
money and ran. 

Beane — tall, impossibly athletic and 
blessed with matinee-idol good looks — 
and New York seemed like a match made 
in heaven. The only question seemed to 
be how fast he could roar through the 
minor leagues and into Shea Stadium. 

His baseball career, however, was 
underwhelming. Beane did make the 
major leagues, but was never close 
to being the player most people pre-
dicted he would be. And while that 
was perplexing to many, it was no 

“IF YOU HAVE  
A GOOD PRODUCT –  

IF YOU WIN BALLGAMES –  
PEOPLE WILL COME.  

THE FANS ARE NOT GOING  
TO COME BECAUSE  

YOU GIVE OUT BOBBLEHEADS.”
— Billy Beane,  

VP and GM, Oakland Athletics

Billy Beane’s approach to the  
business of baseball was sufficiently  
intriguing to spark Michael Lewis to  
write a book about it. One critic hailed  
the work as “The single most influential  
baseball book ever.” 
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mystery to him. For all of his physi-
cal gifts, Beane knew early on that he 
lacked the one thing he needed the 
most: an overwhelming desire to play 
the game. 

“Baseball was never a be-all, end-
all for me,” he recalls. “In that way, 
from a mental standpoint, I wasn’t re-
ally built to play the game.” 

But while playing the game never 
really captured his heart or his mind, 
the process of building a franchise did. 
So after six woefully nondescript sea-
sons as a player, the last in Oakland 
as a third-string everything, Beane 
walked out of the A’s locker room and 
into a job as an advance scout. 

It was a line of work most former 
players would loathe, entailing end-
less report-writing and lots of budget 
travel, but Beane was newly impas-
sioned, and his relentless work ethic 
and dedication quickly propelled him 
up the ladder and eventually delivered 
him to the top rung. 

A big part of Beane’s success since 
then has been getting the emotional 
buy-in he needs to convince coaches, 
players and fans to trust in the sys-
tem. And while the A’s way is defi nitely 
a top-down approach, Beane relies 
heavily on giving people proof rather 
than ultimatums. 

“Ruling by the credo of ‘I’m the 
boss and it’s my way or the highway’ 
gives you pretty temporary results,” 
he says of his management style. “Peo-
ple at the core of your business really 
have to understand what you are do-
ing if you are going to have success.”

In Oakland’s case, the philosophy 
has been to emphasize on-base per-
centage — literally how often a player 
gets on base — over more traditional 
stats like home runs. Why? Because 
decades of data show that teams that 
get on base the most score the most 
runs. Scoring runs is the essence of 
winning baseball games, and winning 
is the essence of the business of base-
ball. 

“Whenever we emphasize some-
thing, we always try to at least prove 
it. We said, ‘This is what we believe 
and here is the statistical proof as to 
why.’ Then it is tangible. When you say, 
‘This is the way we do things because 
I have a gut feeling it’s going to work,’ 

people are less convinced, especially 
when it doesn’t work right away.

“The fool is the person who doesn’t 
trust the evidence,” Beane adds. 

He requires franchise-wide adher-
ence to his philosophy. That means 
what is important to the Oakland A’s 
is also important to the team’s minor-
league affi liates in Sacramento, 
Stockton and Midland, Texas. Anyone 
not keeping with the program is prob-
ably not long for the organization. 

Not everyone sees that as a posi-
tive. Some observers claim Beane’s 
long-armed oversight marginalizes his 
fi eld managers and limits their capaci-
ty to maximize their players’ individual 
abilities. Beane scoffs at that. 

“It’s really not about marginal-
izing the manager,” he insists. “It’s 
about everyone in the organization 
being on the same page.”

Diplomacy aside, it is hard to 
imagine Beane ever allowing middle 
management to dictate the direction of 
the entire organization. That direction 
has been tough at times on the fans, 
especially because the team has con-
sistently let its star players walk away. 

Beane acknowledges how diffi cult 
it must be for fans to watch stars move 
on, but focuses on the positives of a 
system that is usually able to replace 
those assets with precious little inter-
ruption in quality.

“No matter how successful you are, 
change is inevitable,” Beane says. “If 
you are conditioned to expect it, then 

I think you are far more prepared for 
change when it comes.”

What hasn’t changed is Beane’s 
ability to stick to his guns regardless 
of how a particular decision might play 
out in the short term, something rarely 
seen in baseball. His perseverance is 
made more impressive by the fact that 
Beane was once considered to be one 
of baseball’s most emotional, intense 
people. Beane is far better known now 
for his almost bloodless lack of emo-
tion in running the franchise.

“These days I try to be intense 
without being a tight-ass,” he says, 
dead serious. “You can manage people 
emotionally as long as you are not 
making decisions emotionally. The 
worst thing is not knowing you are 
emotional and carrying it over to your 
decision-making.”

Beane had a chance a few years ago 
to leave Oakland for the gilded environs 
of Boston, where the Red Sox were wait-
ing to rain money down upon him, both 
in his own salary and in payroll to spend 
building the team. He initially accepted 
the offer, then thought better of it. 

The decision to stay shocked the 
baseball world. How could Beane 
reject one of the richest “micro busi-
nesses” in the game in favor of staying 
in baseball’s fi nancial ghetto, where 
nickels get tossed around like manhole 
covers. Family was certainly one issue 
— Beane’s daughter and parents both 
reside in Southern California — but 
for all of its challenges, Oakland, in 
Beane’s estimation, is a viable place to 
do business. 

“I don’t think we’ll still be in this 
situation in 10 years,” he says. “At some 
point we’ll have a new venue, and if we 
transfer the same business model that 
we have been using under the worst 
of conditions into what will surely be 
a better cash fl ow situation, then we 
should see growth in multiples.”

Whether that happens or not, 
Beane will be in Oakland for a while. 
He is part of the new ownership group 
that purchased the team a few years 
ago, so he is set for the long haul.  

“This is my dream job,” he says. 
“Even my time as a player was a 
means to an end to get to this job. I 
enjoyed playing, but I love what I am 
doing now.”

“OUR WAY OF 
DOING THINGS IS TO 
FIND EFFICIENCIES 

IN AN INEFFICIENT MARKET. 
IT WORKS FOR US 

AS A BUSINESS AND AS A 
BASEBALL TEAM.”

 — Billy Beane 
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