
However, the Apple fruit 

has not always been 

sweet. Following an 

internal power struggle, 

Jobs was ousted from 

Apple in the mid 80’s 

and the company 

embarked on a higher 

price-point strategy. 
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LOOKING BACK: APPLE INC.

IN THE LAST DECADE, THE IPHONE HAS BECOME ONE OF THE ICONIC AND 

UBIQUITOUS PRODUCTS OF OUR TIME; AND APPLE, THE WORLD’S MOST 

VALUABLE BRAND. ON THE 27TH OF JULY THIS YEAR, APPLE ANNOUNCED THAT IT 

HAD SOLD THE BILLIONTH IPHONE – CONFIRMING THAT IT HAD INDEED BECOME 

ONE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT AND SUCCESSFUL PRODUCTS IN HISTORY. FOR A 

PERIOD IN 2002 APPLE TRADED AT LESS THAN ITS CASH ON THE BALANCE SHEET 

– TODAY IT IS HAS THE LARGEST MARKET CAPITALISATION IN THE WORLD.

For many, the iPhone has become a 

constant companion – an essential 

part of daily life that enables much 

of what people do throughout the 

day. With that in mind, it is interesting 

to reflect on how far the company 

has come in 10 years. Think back 

to October 2006 – on recollection, 

the world doesn’t appear to be that 

different to today – now ask yourself 

how many iPhones do you think were 

in operation? Rather surprisingly 

the answer is “none” – the iPhone 

was in fact only announced in early 

2007 with the first product release in 

June of that year. Amazingly it took 

only 9 years (almost to the day) for 

the iPhone to sell 1 billion units. It 

is therefore undoubtedly one of the 

most incredible commercial success 

stories of our time.

A look back at Apple shows both 

a colourful and surprisingly volatile 

history pre the “iProduct” successes. 

Apple was founded by Steve Jobs, 

Steve Wozniak and Ron Wayne in 

1976. Despite building prototypes 

of the Apple I and Apple II, they 

began with little interest from either 

manufacturers or investors. In 1977 

Apple Computer was officially 

incorporated. The Apple II was 

released for public sale soon 

afterwards and would become a 

popular household computer for the 

next 10 years. The Apple III was a 

high-end machine with a price tag to 

match. Apple went public in 1980 and 

its share price instantly skyrocketed.

While Apple was particularly powerful 

in the desktop publishing market,  

this policy began to backfire towards 

the end of the 80’s as desktop 

publishing programs were being 

offered on PC clones at far lower 

prices than a Macintosh. This 

culminated with the first decline in 

the company’s sales in the Christmas 

season of 1989 and a 20% decline 

in the value of the company.

Through much of the 90’s Apple 

was a business in stagnation and 

restructuring, with revenue falling 

45% from 1995 to 1998. While 

Microsoft continued to gain market 
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share - with Windows focusing 

on delivering software to cheap 

commodity personal computers 

- Apple was offering  richly 

engineered but expensive products. 

With a market share of less than 8% 

versus competitors using Microsoft 

Windows, the company’s position 

was so dire it elicited Michael Dell to 

suggest that if he ran the company 

he would “shut it down and return 

the cash to shareholders”. In a twist 

of irony, nine years later Apple’s 

value would exceed that of Dell’s. 

Jobs returned to Apple in 1997 and 

began with the restructuring of the 

firm’s product line - collaborating 

with the design talent of Jonathan 

Ive. This collaboration would result 

in a new range of Apple products, 

where design and the aesthetic 

experience became as important 

as the product functionality itself. 

Importantly, Jobs negotiated for 

Microsoft to become an investor 

in Apple and the companies jointly 

released Office for Macintosh. The 

iMac – the first of the Jobs/ Ive “i” 

products launched in 1998 with 

great success, selling 800 000 

units in the first 5 months. This was 

followed by the iPod digital audio 

player in October 2001 which would 

sell over 100 million units in the 

next 6 years.

By 2003, Apple introduced 

iTunes, offering online 

music downloads for 99c 

a song. The first signs 

of significant revenue 

growth became apparent 

in 2003 and by 2006 the 

share price had increased 

tenfold. Incredibly this 

turned out to be just the 

First Act.
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In 2007 Jobs introduced the much 

anticipated iPhone which was to be 

the Great Second Act. The iPhone 

was released in June 2007 and by 

the end of the year 3,7m units had 

been sold. The following year, the 

company sold 11m units; and a year 

after launch it was the third largest 

handset supplier in the world. 

Strong sales growth continued and 

unit sales approximately doubled 

every year for the next few years. In 

2008 Apple also launched the App 

Store to sell third party applications 

for the iPhone and IPod Touch. 

Within a month, the store had sold 

60 million apps and had an average 

daily revenue of $1m.  In the 

financial year to September 2015 

unit sales reached an all-time high 

of 231m handsets.

Apple launched the tablet-like 

media device, the iPad in April 

2010.  Given that it has the same 

touch based operating system 

as the iPhone, it meant many 

of the apps were compatible on 

both devices, giving a large app 

catalogue on launch despite 

very little development time. The 

consumer love-affair with Apple 

products was evidenced by the 

300 000 units sold on the first day. 

Shortly after the launch, Apple’s 

value exceeded that of Microsoft for 

the first time since 1989.

Apple’s success and Phoenix-like 

return from the ashes has first and 

foremost been achieved by creating 

fantastic products that people want. 

In so doing, it has become the most 

valuable consumer facing brand in 

the world. It has also increased its 

value a further eightfold on top of 

the tenfold gain between 2003  

and 2006. It is now the largest 

company in the world, measured  

by market capitalisation. 

The iPod initially, followed by the 

iPhone more dramatically, have aided 

Apple in building an ecosystem of 

loyal consumers who appear to get 

increasingly “locked in” to the Apple 

experience. Apple is surprisingly 

inexpensive and taking another bite 

of the fruit may still be good for your 

investment health.  

The key take away of 

the Apple story is how 

unknowable events can 

fundamentally change 

the path of a business for 

many years to come. More 

important than prediction 

– which is impossible – is 

to pay careful attention to 

new events and assess 

how these may aid or 

hinder a business. 


