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Introduction

In the landscape of American enterprise, certain companies rise from nascent
beginnings to become titans of industry, their stories interwoven with the broader
narrative of economic development and innovation. United Rentals is one such
company. From its founding vision in the late 20th century, it embarked on a
remarkable journey to become the largest equipment rental company in the world, a
true testament to strategic foresight, relentless execution, and an unwavering
commitment to its core mission. This book, "A History of United Rentals: The Story of
an S&P 500 Company," chronicles that extraordinary ascent, offering readers an
unprecedented look into the forces that shaped a modern industrial giant.

The genesis of United Rentals was far more than a simple business proposition; it was
a blueprint for a giant, conceived during a period of significant economic
transformation. At its heart, the company’s vision was to consolidate a fragmented
industry, bringing unparalleled scale, efficiency, and professionalism to the equipment
rental market. This wasn't merely about renting machines; it was about empowering
businesses, large and small, with the tools they needed to build, grow, and innovate,
all while optimizing their capital expenditures. The ambition was audacious, but the
leadership team possessed the drive and acumen to turn this vision into a tangible
reality, rapidly expanding operations and establishing a national footprint that would
redefine the industry.

This narrative delves into the strategic decisions and pivotal moments that propelled
United Rentals forward, from its initial public offerings and shrewd acquisitions to its
steadfast navigation through economic downturns, including the dot-com bust and the
2008 financial crisis. We explore the fundamental principles that underpin the
equipment rental business, examining how United Rentals mastered these
fundamentals while continuously innovating in areas such as fleet management,
logistics, and customer experience. The book highlights the company's embrace of
technology, its commitment to operational excellence, and its proactive approach to
sustainability, all of which have been crucial in maintaining its leadership position and
adapting to evolving market trends.

Beyond the financial statements and market shares, this history illuminates the human
element behind United Rentals' success. It explores the corporate culture that fostered
growth, the leadership that guided its trajectory, and the employee empowerment
initiatives that built a dedicated and skilled workforce. The narrative also examines the
company's deep-rooted commitment to safety, its active engagement with
communities, and its unwavering focus on building lasting relationships with
customers. These chapters reveal how a company's values, when consistently upheld,
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can be as instrumental to its success as its business model.

Ultimately, "A History of United Rentals" is more than just a chronological account; it is
a study in sustained growth, strategic adaptation, and market leadership. It offers
insights into the complexities of building and maintaining an S&P 500 company,
providing valuable lessons for entrepreneurs, business leaders, and anyone interested
in the dynamics of corporate evolution. From its humble beginnings to its status as an
international powerhouse, United Rentals' story is a compelling saga of vision realized,
challenges overcome, and a legacy forged in the very fabric of the construction and
industrial world.
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CHAPTER ONE: Inception - The Founding Vision of
United Rentals

The late 20th century was a time of dynamic shifts in the global economy,
characterized by rapid technological advancements and an increasing
interconnectedness of markets. In the United States, industries once dominated by
regional players began to experience a powerful wave of consolidation. This era set
the stage for ambitious entrepreneurs with a keen eye for opportunity to transform
fragmented sectors into streamlined, efficient powerhouses. It was precisely this
environment that fostered the founding vision of United Rentals.

At the heart of United Rentals’ inception was Bradley S. Jacobs, a businessman with a
proven track record of identifying ripe opportunities for consolidation. Jacobs had
previously founded United Waste Systems, Inc. in 1989. This company successfully
employed a "roll-up" strategy, growing through continuous acquisitions, and
eventually sold to USA Waste Services, Inc. in 1997 for $2.2 billion. This experience
demonstrated the viability of a disciplined acquisition program as a means of
capitalizing on investment and achieving significant scale.

Jacobs, along with six members of his former senior management team from United
Waste, recognized a similar, compelling opportunity within the equipment rental
industry. In 1997, the equipment rental market was a behemoth, estimated at $20
billion annually, yet remarkably fragmented. It was populated by over 20,000 "mom-
and-pop" rental shops, with the top 100 companies holding less than a 20 percent
market share. This highly fragmented landscape, coupled with a booming annual
growth rate of approximately 15 percent, presented an ideal scenario for a
consolidator.

The vision for United Rentals was audacious: to create a world-class equipment rental
company by strategically acquiring and integrating these numerous smaller
operations. The aim was to leverage economies of scale and geographical
diversification to gain operating advantages. Larger companies could, for instance,
secure substantial discounts—up to 40 percent—on expensive equipment. This
advantage alone underscored the financial prudence of a consolidation strategy.

Jacobs' blueprint for United Rentals was meticulously crafted. Recognizing the
difficulty in finding public records for the myriad of family-owned rental businesses, he
undertook an extensive research effort. This involved reviewing five years' worth of
trade magazines, downloading hundreds of rental store websites, and even employing
a private investigating firm to identify potential targets. The goal was clear: to
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establish a geographically diversified equipment rental presence across the United
States and Canada.

The company's founding in September 1997 in Greenwich, Connecticut, marked the
official beginning of this ambitious undertaking. From the outset, the growth strategy
was centered on a highly disciplined acquisition program, complemented by the
opening of new rental locations and internal growth that would expand equipment
categories and customer markets. This multi-pronged approach was designed to
rapidly build a national footprint and transform the industry.

Just a few months after its formation, in December 1997, United Rentals achieved a
significant milestone by going public and being traded on the New York Stock
Exchange under the ticker symbol URI. The initial stock price was $13.50 a share. This
move provided the capital necessary to fuel the aggressive acquisition strategy that
would soon redefine the equipment rental landscape.

The immediate focus was on acquiring a diverse array of equipment and establishing
rental locations that could serve a broad customer base. Initially, a significant portion
of the company's revenue stemmed from renting equipment to the construction
industry and from the sale of used equipment. However, the founding vision also
anticipated a growing trend among larger industrial companies to rent rather than
purchase equipment for maintenance, repair, and upgrades, a market segment that
United Rentals aimed to capture.

The leadership team recognized that the success of this grand consolidation would
depend not only on shrewd financial maneuvering but also on the ability to effectively
integrate disparate corporate cultures, practices, and philosophies. This was no small
feat, as many of the acquired businesses were long-standing, family-owned operations
with their own established ways of doing things. The challenge lay in harmonizing
these varied elements under a single, cohesive United Rentals identity.

The concept of equipment rental itself had a history rooted in Anglo-Saxon countries,
emerging in the UK after World War | and experiencing strong development in North
America after 1950. Early rental companies in North America were often "mom-and-
pop" operations that rented a wide variety of items, from tools and construction
equipment to party supplies and even furniture. The American Rental Association was
founded in 1955, and the first waves of industry consolidation in North America
occurred in the 1970s, leading to the creation of companies with nationwide
operations. However, the scale and speed of consolidation envisioned by Jacobs for
United Rentals was unprecedented.

The founding vision of United Rentals wasn't simply about creating a large company; it

was about building a better, more efficient industry. The leadership believed that by
offering a modern, diverse, and reliable fleet of equipment, coupled with outstanding
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service, they could empower their customers to be more successful. This commitment
extended to providing employees with challenging and fulfilling career opportunities
and delivering superior returns to shareholders through strong financial performance.

This commitment to growth and discipline in equal measure formed the core of United
Rentals' philosophy from its very beginning. The company sought operating
advantages through economies of scale and geographical diversification, while
maintaining the discipline necessary to translate these advantages into tangible
benefits for all stakeholders—customers, employees, and shareholders alike. This
foundational principle would guide United Rentals through its rapid expansion and its
eventual rise to prominence as a leader in its field.
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