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“Narratives,” “Accepted Wisdom,” . . . and the Real Thing. 
  

Sometime over the last few years, the investment world fell in love with the word, “narrative.”  It means 
exactly the same thing as “the accepted wisdom,” which we’ve used for decades if not centuries—and it’s 
not as good as “the accepted wisdom,” because those words instantly tell us we’d better reach for a grain 
of salt before we swallow the “narrative” we’re about to hear.  But fashion is fashion, so “narrative” is in, 
and “accepted wisdom” is out.  
  
Let’s briefly ponder the “narratives” behind two stocks:  Microsoft, which Outlook has owned since March 
or so; and TJX (parent of T.J. Maxx and Marshalls) which Outlook will never own . . . but has something to 
teach us anyway.  
  

Microsoft (orange) and T.J. Maxx (blue) in the 2020 Calamity, So Far 

 
  

• The Microsoft Narrative:  “The Virus and Shutdown Calamity changed the world forever, speeding 
up the “work from home” trend by a thousand percent or so.  Microsoft is at the center of the 
technologies needed to make a massive “work from home” change possible.” 

  
That’s a pretty good narrative.  There is a good amount of real wisdom behind that “accepted 
wisdom.”  Outlook Capital Management cited that narrative when we invested, not long ago, and 
we’re perfectly sure it will be a genuine tailwind for Microsoft for a good long time.  But the 
underlying truth about all “narratives,” all “accepted wisdom,” (and all fashions, period) is that 
they take their kernels of truth and exaggerate them—usually a lot.  
  



“Work remotely” (and its school variation, “learn remotely”) have been all the rage through this 
calamitous year.  Here’s the $64,000 Question:  “Do they work?”  We can tackle that question two 
ways:  listening to the professors doing their studies; or using our common sense.  Unusually 
enough, for once our common sense looks like it agrees with the professors, at the moment.  The 
first few large-scale studies of “remote learning” and “remote work” have come out, and the best 
way to sum up their conclusions might be:  “Don’t be too quick to cancel those office leases, or 
tear down those school buildings, just yet.”    
  
Why not?  Because they’ve indeed confirmed what our common sense might suggest:  office 
workers and students, like most human beings, don’t work as hard when they’re not closely 
supervised.  When a young investment analyst, long ago, stepped into the ranks of management 
for the first time, his boss gave him a piece of advice for the ages:  “Everyone who works for you 
will know whether or not you see what they are doing, and care about it.  They will never be 
fooled.  So if you want the best from them, you’d better pay close attention to what they’re doing, 
and you’d better really care about it.  Don’t pretend.” 
  
Remote learning and work sound great . . . and technology from Microsoft and many others 
certainly makes it possible today.  But “possible” does not mean “best” . . . particularly for school 
kids.  The studies on the effectiveness of online school have been just about unanimous:  it’s been 
a complete failure, pretty much.  (Completely confirmed by the anecdotal evidence Outlook has 
stumbled across, from random chats with teachers and students.)  How about remote 
work?  Conoco’s CEO, Ryan Lance, gave an hour-long interview about his company recently.  On 
the passing question, “Do you plan to continue the huge percentage of Conoco’s staff working 
from home?” Mr. Lance said, roughly:  “Remote won’t go away, but I have to tell you that we 
think productivity is just not as good.  A lot of people doing office jobs need a good deal of face-
to-fact time with their colleagues.”  
  
So that “narrative” isn’t false . . . but it’s not “the world turned upside down,” either.  We liked 
Microsoft more because of the narrative . . . but we liked it fundamentally because the company 
has been executing a good plan extremely well, for the past 5 years or so—turning itself right 
around from “trudging giant” to “galloping giant,” pretty much.  
  

• The T.J. Maxx narrative:  There is none.  
  

Instead it’s an “anti-narrative,” explained in a wonderful story in today’s Wall Street Journal.  The 
anti-narrative is:  “Traditional retail is dead, online is king, nobody will catch up to Amazon, and 
the only way to survive, feebly, will be to do the best and quickest job of converting sales to online 
from brick-and-mortar.”  So it was downright fun to listen to T.J. Maxx CEO Ernie Herrman, under 
the headline, “Coronavirus Changed Everything.  Except T. J. Maxx.” 
  
“Nope, we aren’t changing any of our strategy,” said Mr. Herrman.  “We will not look to e-
commerce to get us through Covid and out the other side.  We’re all about physical people coming 
to physical stores.  Our customers like shopping with us, because it’s a treasure hunt and they find 
some treasure most of the time.”  
  

That old boss might have added another line to his advice to the young manager, long ago.  “Make sure 
your staff knows you care about them . . . and make darned sure your customers know you care about 
them.”  That, of course, isn’t a narrative nor is it “accepted wisdom.” It’s just plain wisdom.  Tiny or 



gigantic, business is always the same in the end:  “Know what matters to your customers, and supply it 
better than anyone else; and know that what matters to your people is that you know what they’re doing, 
and care about it.”  It would be hard to find 2 companies more polar opposites than Microsoft and T.J. 
Maxx . . . but they’re not so different after all. 
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The remarks above aren’t a general recommendation to buy or sell particular securities.  Such decisions should 
only be made in the context of an investor’s own circumstances.  Stocks and bonds carry the risk of loss.  
 


