
R O B E RT L. JOHNSON IS ALWAYS IN
s e a rch of the next big deal. In the past 18
months, the 61 -year-old mogul has
a cq u i red more than 100 Marriott and
Hilton hotel properties for more than $1
billion; formed a private equity fund with
The Carlyle Gro u p, one of the wo r l d Õs
l a rg e st private equity firms; and gone
i n to the hedge fund business with
Deutsche Bank. He’s also opened a bank, Urban Trust,
that will have branches in select Wal-Mart stores. And he’s com-
pleted a deal with independent producers Harvey and Bob Wein-
stein to develop Our Stories Films, a movie studio that will
produce black-themed, family-friendly comedies. To run these
ventures he has hired A-list management talent away from some
of the nation’s leading financial, real estate, and entertainment
firms, including Rufus Rivers, a former managing director at
Carlyle; Derek Saleeby, an investment banker who worked for
Citibank and Smith Barney and was recently listed among BE ’s
Most Powerful Blacks on Wall Street; and Tracey Edmonds, the
acclaimed producer who appeared on BE ’s list of Top 50 Holly-
wood Power Brokers.

It’s mid-April, and Johnson has finished yet another marathon
week, which included wrapping up the less-than-stellar 33-49
season for his NBA franchise, the Charlotte Bobcats. The bil-
lionaire entrepreneur arrived at his elegant corporate headquar-
ters in Bethesda, Maryland, for what has amounted to a pit stop.
In less than 48 hours, he’ll be traveling to Liberia to receive the
Humane Order of African Redemption, the nation’s highest civil-
ian honor, for his contributions to economic development. Once
again, he’s being rewarded for his dealmaking prowess, fulfilling
a commitment he’d made at the 2006 Clinton Global Initiative
Forum to raise $30 million to invest with Liberian entrepreneurs. 

It’s been seven years since he sold his first venture, Black Enter-
tainment Television—the company he took public in 1990 and then

private again in 1998—to media giant Viacom for $3 billion, which
made him the wealthiest black man on the planet. In 2005 he left
the network, but not to retire. Over the past few years he’s used
his brand identity to cut deals—lots of them—and in the process,
he’s reinvented himself as a mainstream business titan, a model
for the next generation of black entrepreneurs to replicate on this
35th anniversary of the B E 1 0 0S. 

Johnson has achieved what most black business leaders have
been unable to: He’s gained invitations to the inner sanctums of
global wealth and power; developed partnerships with the world’s
financial leviathans; scored deals that have made black business
history—although he quickly denies that his transactions merit
a call to glory—and created legions of black millionaires who have
served as managers or investors in his ventures. 

Today, he expects that the businesses that make up his hold-
ing company, RLJ Companies, will have a greater influence on
American society than he could have ever imagined BET having.
Under the RLJ umbrella he owns two B E 1 0 0S companies: RLJ
Development L.L.C. (No. 8 on the B EI N D U S T R I A L/S E R V I C E 1 0 0 l i s t
with $460 million in sales), which, among other properties, owns
and develops Marriott and Hilton hotels properties; and Bobcats
Sports and Entertainment (No. 41 on the B EI N D U S T R I A L/S E R V I C E

1 0 0 list with $102 million in sales), owner of Charlotte, North
Carolina’s NBA franchise and its arena operations. 

The other enterprises, spread across a series of operating divi-
sions that include a banking group, a financial services division,
a restaurant unit, and an entertainment division, may appear on
BEINDUSTRIAL/SERVICE and FINANCIALSERVICES rankings in the
future. Johnson’s role is one of a catalyst, for moving black enter-
prises “into the mainstream, where the companies owned by
African Americans serve the broad population with no deference
whatsoever to the minority ownership as a factor in the eco-
nomics of the business.” In this exclusive interview, he spoke to
BE’s Executive Editor Derek T. Dingle about what it will take to
get there.

JOHNSONÕS ENCORE INCLUDES TWO 
BE INDUSTRIAL/SERVICE COMPANIESÑ
RLJ DEVELOPMENT, ONE OF 2007ÕS
GROWTH LEADERS WITH A 173.66%
INCREASE IN REVENUES; 
AND NEWCOMER BOBCATS SPORTS
AND ENTERTAINMENT, OWNER 
OF THE CHARLOTTE  BOBCATS 
NBA FRANCHISE.
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[ ]
Bob JohnsonÕs Second Act

Th rough a series of spectacular acquisitions and the cre ation of a new business
e m p i re, this billionaire entre p reneur is re i nventing himself and reshaping black 

b u s i n e ss. He tells B E w h at drives him and whatÕs next on the horizo n .

By Derek T. Dingle
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Define this stage of your business life. WhatÕs your vision

for the company?

I have always been a deal maker who believes that you can cre-
ate a brand identity that helps you generate more deal oppor-
tunities. So when I left as the active owner and operator of BET,
I had two choices: I could go fish, play golf, and just relax, or I could
do what I like to do—generate value by putting together strate-
gic deals with the right kind of people and bringing the right tal-
ent to operate the businesses. So when I call this my second act,
it is simply doing in another business sector what I did in the cable
industry. In cable, I found a strategic partner in [Tele-Commu-
nications Inc.] Chairman John Malone and at some point Time
Warner. I have found strategic partners in just about every busi-
ness I’ve got: I’ve got The Carlyle Group for my private equity fund;
I’m partners with the hotel giants Marriott and Hilton; I’m part-
ners with Deutsche Bank in our hedge fund; I’ve got Michael Jor-
dan as my partner for my basketball team. What I do well is
identify strategic partners who want to share the vision I have
and want to participate in the opportunity created by that vision.
So RLJ Companies is a brand defined as a well-capitalized, well-
managed African American company that seeks strategic oppor-
tunities in certain business sectors.

It seems that youÕve solved some challenges to growth

that most black entrepreneurs face, such as developing

a sound infrastructure and, of course, raising capital.

To be fair, I made a lot of money with BET, so I had the advan-
tage of having access to my own capital. But capital is still an issue.
I think the bigger challenge for BE companies is, how do they
define their companies? If they define their companies as fam-
ily businesses to be passed down the line, then you run them to

maintain control. And when you want to maintain control of a
company, because it is sort of a family asset, you don’t run it for
value creation. One, you can’t give up too much of it because you
will lose control. Two, a family-run business may have to take care
of the needs of certain family members since it’s being run on their
behalf—they may have to take money out of it. Three, if the
founder wants to continue living a certain lifestyle while he
owns the company—even though he’s no longer running it—
that’s money not available for investments in new products or
new marketing. So, if you’re running a company for shareholder
value and not as a family [asset], you run it differently.

How have you attracted blue-chip partners and man-

aged those relationships?

Blue-chip partners come to people who have established them-
selves as a brand that has a certain meaning to it. So the people
who do business with me say, “Bob Johnson is a successful
African American businessman. He knows how to create value
and he’s had relationships with white companies that we know
and respect.” Unfortunately for many African American entre-
preneurs, most blue-chip companies only know one and a-half
black people. So, four factors drive people to make deals with me.
One, if I go into business with Bob Johnson, everybody is going
to look at me and say that’s a pretty smart deal, so I’m going to
get validated. Two, the second thing they are going to say is, this
guy is coming into the deal with his own money, so he’s bring-
ing the same kind of value equation that I am. So I’m not nec-
essarily doing something out of the goodness of my heart—this
is a business deal. Three, he has proved that he can attract tal-
ented people that create economic returns. Four, he is a minor-
ity, for which we can get political, social, and moral benefit. 
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JOHNSON HAS THE CLOUT TO BRING SUCH LUMINARIES AS PRESIDENT
BUSH TO THE GRAND OPENING OF URBAN TRUST BANK.
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