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In 1889, in Kyoto, a craftsman named Fusajiro Yamauchi began making hanafuda, traditional
Japanese playing cards, by hand from the bark of mulberry trees. For the better part of a century
Nintendo remained a quiet, profitable, utterly unremarkable maker of playing cards. Then, in the
early 1980s, a young untrained artist on its staff designed an arcade game about a mustachioed
carpenter trying to rescue a woman from an ape. The game was Donkey Kong; the carpenter,
later a plumber, was Mario; and entertainment would never be the same. What followed is the
story of a company that learned to win by refusing to fight the war everyone else was fighting.

Key Facts

Origin Fusajiro Yamauchi's hanafuda playing-card maker, founded in Kyoto in 1889

The Transformer Hiroshi Yamauchi, who ran it with autocratic force from 1949 and turned it to
video games

Sector Video games and entertainment — hardware, software and intellectual property

Moat The most beloved IP in gaming, plus a debt-free cash fortress

The Philosophy Gunpei Yokoi's “lateral thinking with seasoned technology”: win on creativity, not
power

The Blue Ocean The DS and Wii created new markets instead of fighting the spec race

Status Public (Tokyo: 7974; ADR: NTDOY)

By the Numbers

�  The Switch (2017) became Nintendo's best-selling console, past 155 million units, and tripled its value

�  The Switch 2 (June 2025) launched as the fastest-selling console in history

�  Pokemon is, by some measures, the highest-grossing media franchise in human history

�  Sits on a large, debt-free cash hoard — the shock absorber that funds its creative risks

�  Founded 1889; Donkey Kong introduced Mario in 1981; the NES revived a crashed industry in 1985

�  A deeply cyclical company worth ~$50–55 billion in 2026, down ~40% from a 2025 high

The Moat
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Beloved Characters and a Fortress
Nintendo's moat has two parts, and both are nearly impossible to copy. The first is intellectual
property. Mario has been beloved for over forty years; Zelda and Pokemon for over thirty. These are
not products that obsolesce with a console cycle; they are inherited affections, passed from parents
to children, and you cannot manufacture forty years of a child's love for a character, no amount of a
rival's engineering or spending can replicate it. Increasingly Nintendo frees this IP from the console
entirely, a billion-dollar Mario film, Super Nintendo World theme parks, merchandising, the same
lesson Disney learned long before. The second part is the fortress balance sheet: an enormous,
debt-free cash hoard accumulated over decades of hits, so vast that even a console-generation flop
cannot threaten the company's survival. The IP is the asset; the fortress is what lets Nintendo keep
making the strange, risky creative bets that produce the next one.

The Wii U Flop & The Cash Fortress

The Failure the Fortress Absorbed
In the 1990s Nintendo let itself be drawn into the spec war, fighting Sony's PlayStation on processing
power, and it suffered, its cartridge-bound N64 and underpowered GameCube losing ground. It
escaped by refusing that war: the DS and the motion-controlled Wii opened gaming to
grandmothers and families who had never held a controller, and the Wii became a global sensation.
Then, in 2012, came the disaster. The Wii U, with a confusing tablet-controller concept and thin launch
lineup, flopped badly, selling a fraction of the Wii, and the stock fell as commentators wondered
whether Nintendo had a future. Satoru Iwata, the first leader from outside the founding family, cut his
own salary roughly in half rather than gut the creative workforce he considered the company's true
asset. And the fortress balance sheet did its work: the huge cash reserve and absence of debt meant
the flop merely dented profits for a few years rather than threatening survival. Having absorbed it,
Nintendo reinvented once more with the Switch in 2017, its best-selling console ever.

“ You cannot manufacture forty years of a child's love for a
character. ”

The Legendary Scorecard

Category Score Notes

Founder Vision 9 Hiroshi Yamauchi's relentless drive turned a card maker into a
gaming empire

Innovation 9 Created entire categories of play: the NES revival, the Game Boy,
the Wii, the Switch

Execution 8 Brilliant hits punctuated by periodic flops (Wii U, GameCube),
always recovered

Moat 9 The most beloved IP in gaming, nearly impossible to replicate

Capital Allocation 8 The debt-free cash fortress is deliberate resilience, though some
call it idle

Wealth Creation 8 A strong long-term compounder, but through violent
console-cycle swings
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Durability 10 Founded in 1889; survived every era, technology shift and flop for
over a century

Historical Importance 9 Revived and helped define the entire video-game industry

Overall Legendary 8.5 / 10 A peerless creative survivor, masked by a cyclical stock

Scores are an editorial verdict on the standard eight-category Greatest Companies scale. The overall is a judgment, not a
weighted average.

Timeline

1889 Fusajiro Yamauchi founds Nintendo in Kyoto to make hanafuda playing cards

1960s–70s Under Hiroshi Yamauchi, Nintendo expands into toys and early electronic games

1981 The arcade hit Donkey Kong introduces Mario and makes Nintendo a force in video games

1983–85 The Famicom/NES revives the crashed North American game industry with strict quality control

1989 The Game Boy becomes one of the best-selling handhelds ever

2004–06 The DS and the motion-controlled Wii expand gaming to entirely new audiences

2012 The Wii U launches and flops, and the stock falls

2016 Pokemon Go becomes a global phenomenon on phones Nintendo does not even make

2017 The Switch launches, becomes Nintendo's best-selling console ever, and triples the company's
value

2025 The Switch 2 launches in June as the fastest-selling console in history

Lessons — What This Means for You

THE MOVE  ·  Don't fight the war everyone else is fighting
Nintendo, repeatedly outspent in the race for the most powerful hardware, chose to compete on a different
axis, creativity, novelty and joy, and rendered its rivals' advantage irrelevant. The blue-ocean principle is
that the surest escape from brutal competition is not to fight harder on contested ground but to create
uncontested ground: ask not “how do I beat them at their game” but “what game can I play where their
strengths do not matter.”

THE MONEY  ·  The fortress balance sheet is a weapon, not timidity
Nintendo's enormous, debt-free cash hoard, often criticised as inefficient, is the very thing that enables its
creativity, because a company that cannot be killed by a single failure can afford the strange,
occasionally flopping bets that produce its triumphs. Financial conservatism is sometimes the deliberate
accumulation of resilience, the shock absorber that lets a volatile business survive its own cyclicality and
outlast richer but more fragile rivals.

THE MIND  ·  Refuse to let a competitor set the terms
The natural instinct, when a rival builds a more powerful machine, is to build a more powerful machine in
return, letting the competitor define the contest. Nintendo's deepest strength is its almost serene refusal to
do this, its insistence on competing as itself, on the thing it is best at. Allowing a competitor to dictate the
axis of competition is often the first step to losing; know what you uniquely are, and compete on that.

Related Reading
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�  Its great console rival, which fought on different terms: Sony: The Empire That Lost to Itself

�  The other master of timeless, beloved IP: The Walt Disney Company: The Vault of Other People's Childhoods

�  Explore every company: The Greatest Companies series

Read the Full Story

�  Read the full company story: Nintendo: The Toymaker That Refused to Compete

Sources & Further Reading

�  David Sheff, Game Over: How Nintendo Conquered the World (1993)

�  Nintendo Co., Ltd. annual reports and disclosures

�  Greatest Companies (Nintendo chapter), The Complete Trader's Edge

How to cite: van Riet, L. (2026). “Nintendo” — Greatest Companies Research Sheet, v1.0. The Complete Trader's Edge,
completetradersedge.com.

GO DEEPER

Free: take the M·M·M Assessment and explore the full Greatest Companies series and tools at
completetradersedge.com.

Learn the framework behind these lessons in The Complete Trader's Edge — 70 chapters of Mind,
Method and Money.

FROM THE BOOK

This company is one of 51 in Greatest Companies — every legendary business
read through one lens: Moat, Meltdown, Machine. Eight kinds of moat, from
Standard Oil to SpaceX.

Get Greatest Companies (Kindle · Paperback · Hardcover) &rarr;
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