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Introduction
In the annals of American business, certain companies stand as testaments to
innovation, adaptability, and the relentless pursuit of progress. Best Buy, the
multinational retailer of consumer electronics, is undeniably one such entity. From its
humble beginnings as a stereo store called Sound of Music, it has evolved into a titan
of industry, a prominent fixture in the S&P 500, and a household name synonymous
with technology and home entertainment. This book, "A History of Best Buy: The Story
of an S&P 500 Company," chronicles that remarkable journey, exploring the pivotal
moments, strategic decisions, and cultural shifts that have defined its trajectory over
more than half a century.

This isn't merely a corporate biography; it's a deep dive into the dynamic and often
tumultuous world of retail, viewed through the lens of one of its most enduring
players. We will trace Best Buy's path from its entrepreneurial roots in the 1960s, a
time when the consumer electronics market was still nascent, through its
transformative expansion into the "big box" superstore model that reshaped the retail
landscape. The narrative will uncover how Best Buy navigated fierce competition,
embraced technological revolutions, and repeatedly reinvented itself to remain
relevant in an ever-changing marketplace. Its story is one of resilience, a company
that has faced down economic downturns, disruptive technologies, and the rise of
formidable online competitors, yet has consistently found ways to innovate and thrive.

The true value of Best Buy's story lies in its multifaceted lessons for business leaders,
retail enthusiasts, and anyone interested in the forces that drive economic success.
We will examine how the company pioneered customer service initiatives like the
Geek Squad, turning technical support into a competitive advantage and a
cornerstone of its brand identity. The book will also explore Best Buy's strategic
responses to seismic shifts such as the dot-com boom, the mobile phone revolution,
and the advent of the smart home, illustrating how a legacy retailer can adapt and
even lead in an increasingly digital world. Its journey through international ventures,
strategic partnerships, and a significant membership model reveals a company
constantly seeking new avenues for growth and customer engagement.

Beyond the boardroom decisions and market strategies, this book will delve into the
human element of Best Buy's success. It will illuminate the corporate culture, the
investment in employees, and the leadership transitions that have shaped the
company's ethos. From the "Renew Blue" transformation under Hubert Joly, which
pulled the company back from the brink, to its contemporary focus on health
technology, sustainability, and the evolving role of its physical stores, Best Buy's
narrative offers a compelling case study in corporate reinvention and social
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responsibility. The challenges posed by "showrooming" and a global pandemic further
highlight the company's capacity for strategic adaptation and operational agility.

Ultimately, "A History of Best Buy" is an exploration of what it takes for a company not
just to survive, but to flourish and remain a significant player in the S&P 500 over
decades. It promises to deliver a comprehensive and engaging account of a company
that has profoundly impacted how we buy and interact with technology. By
understanding Best Buy's past, we gain invaluable insights into the future of retail, the
enduring power of customer focus, and the perpetual motion of innovation that
defines the modern business world. This book is an invitation to explore the intricate
tapestry of Best Buy's history, offering a compelling narrative that is as informative as
it is inspiring.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Early Years: Sound of Music to
Best Buy
Every retail giant has a genesis story, a humble beginning that often belies the
sprawling empire it would eventually become. For Best Buy, this story starts not in a
glittering superstore filled with the latest gadgets, but in a modest audio equipment
shop in St. Paul, Minnesota, called Sound of Music. The year was 1966, a time of
significant cultural shifts and technological advancements, and the entrepreneur at its
helm was Richard M. Schulze.

Schulze, a St. Paul native, had a background in consumer electronics sales, a field he
entered after serving in the U.S. Air Force. With an entrepreneurial spirit and a keen
eye for opportunity, he decided to open his own business. To finance this venture, he
took a second mortgage on his family home and used his personal savings. On August
22, 1966, Sound of Music officially opened its doors, specializing in high-fidelity
stereos and components.

The initial vision for Sound of Music was straightforward: to provide customers with
quality audio equipment, expert advice, and exceptional service in an era when such
technology could still feel somewhat intimidating or luxurious to the average
consumer. Schulze believed in customer education and in-store demonstrations,
distinguishing his store from more traditional appliance retailers. This customer-centric
approach, combined with smart promotions and product bundling, quickly set Sound of
Music apart from its competitors.

The store’s name, "Sound of Music," was likely a nod to the popular 1965 musical film,
which had taken the world by storm just a year prior. While the film was about singing
nuns and an Austrian family, the store aimed to deliver a different kind of "sound of
music" to its customers – the high-quality audio experience of a good stereo system.
The original logo for Sound of Music even featured a yellow and black loudspeaker, a
bold color choice that helped the brand stand out in the burgeoning market.

The early years saw promising growth for Sound of Music. In its first year, the store
generated $1 million in revenue and approximately $58,000 in profits. This initial
success allowed Schulze to expand his operations. In 1967, Sound of Music acquired
two other companies, Kencraft Hi-Fi Company and Bergo Company, further solidifying
its presence in the local audio market. By 1969, the company had grown to three
stores, and Schulze bought out his business partner, becoming the sole owner.

Throughout the 1970s, Sound of Music continued its steady expansion across
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Minnesota, carving out a niche in the home and car stereo retail market. By 1978, the
chain boasted nine stores, demonstrating consistent growth and a growing customer
base. The product line, however, remained primarily focused on audio components
during this period. Schulze, always looking for ways to grow, would soon find an
unexpected catalyst for a dramatic transformation.

That catalyst arrived in 1981, not as a meticulously planned business strategy, but as
a force of nature. A tornado ripped through Roseville, Minnesota, causing extensive
damage and directly hitting the largest and most profitable Sound of Music store. The
roof of the store was sheared off, and the showroom was largely destroyed. However,
remarkably, the storeroom remained intact.

In the face of this disaster, Schulze demonstrated his resourceful and innovative spirit.
Rather than lamenting the damage, he saw an opportunity. He decided to hold a
"Tornado Sale" in the parking lot of the damaged store, offering heavily discounted
damaged and excess stock. He poured the remainder of his marketing budget into
advertising the event, promising customers "best buys" on everything.

The "Tornado Sale" was an astonishing success, attracting record crowds and
generating more revenue in just four days than the company typically made in a
month. This unexpected triumph revealed a powerful insight to Schulze: customers
were highly receptive to a high-volume, low-price business model. This event would
prove to be a pivotal moment, shaping the future direction of the company.

Inspired by the success of the "Tornado Sale," Schulze began to envision a new kind of
retail experience. In 1983, with seven stores and $10 million in annual sales, Sound of
Music officially shed its old identity and was rebranded as Best Buy Company, Inc. This
name change signaled a significant shift in focus, moving beyond audio specialty to
encompass a broader range of consumer electronics.

The rebranding also came with a strategic expansion of product offerings to include
home appliances and VCRs, an attempt to broaden the customer base beyond the
younger, male demographic that had been the core of Sound of Music. The very same
year, Best Buy opened its first superstore in Burnsville, Minnesota. This new location
embodied the high-volume, low-price business model that had proven so successful
during the "Tornado Sale." In its first year, the Burnsville superstore alone
outperformed all other Best Buy stores combined, unequivocally demonstrating the
potential of this new approach. This marked the true dawn of Best Buy as the retail
powerhouse it was destined to become, setting the stage for its rapid expansion and
dominance in the consumer electronics market.
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