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To romanticize the world is to make us aware of its magic, mystery, and wonder; it is to educate the senses to see the ordinary as extraordinary, the familiar as strange, the mundane as sacred, the finite as infinite.


—NOVALIS










INTRODUCTION


The Flame


The flame must never go out.


That’s what our instructors had told us again and again during our training. The protocol, logistics, and etiquette we were taught to follow were akin to a presidential campaign. All staff members traveling with the flame were required to be on time, on message, on values, and on top of their game, all the time. These were the Olympics, after all, and only if we showed our best selves would the Games succeed in living up to their ideal of building a better world through sports. Not only what we did, but also how we did it, mattered a great deal: show grace under pressure; stick to the rules, but, more important, follow the Olympic spirit; shave every morning; drink no alcohol; and always be punctual. This was not a job to be done on autopilot, and it would tolerate no egos. The flame was the star. The Olympic values (of “excellence, friendship, and respect”) were our product.


I was offered this six-week gig right out of grad school through a chain of coincidences. I accepted for the thrill of it, for a chance at an unforgettable experience (which in my case included the little extra excitement of giving a speech entirely in French at the Montreal city hall, read from a phonetic cheat sheet that my local PR colleague had prepared for me). My pay was nominal, and I flew coach class around-the-world-in-six-weeks, but I didn’t care about any of these aspects of the work. None of us did. We were in it for the sake of doing it, and the pride we all felt was infectious. It was the best job I had ever had.


Before coming home to Athens, the birthplace of the original Olympics and the location of the 2004 Summer Games, the flame would touch down in thirty-two former Olympic host cities, including Tokyo, Los Angeles, Montreal, Paris, London, Munich, and Moscow. The event, the Olympic Torch Relay, was meant to galvanize Olympic fans, creating an exciting prelude to the kickoff of the Games. But that year, it was even more remarkable. The flame would touch African soil for the first time in history, passing through Cairo, a city playing its first role in the Olympic story. As one of the advance press chiefs for the relay, I was up at the crack of dawn, waiting at the Cairo airport to meet the chartered 747 jet carrying the flame. But I wasn’t just meeting the flame; I was meeting its entire entourage, including two around-the-clock security guards.


When the flame was finally carried off the plane in Cairo, a crowd of officials, staff, and VIPs greeted it. A special bus, escorted by a motorcade with heavy security detail and tailgated by a throng of reporters, brought it to the city center, where the first torch runners had been awaiting their turn for hours. Each one of these runners had applied in advance for their five minutes of fame with the flame, everyone following a meticulous schedule that—until the Cairo leg—had been flawlessly executed. One hour after the flame’s arrival, we all stood in the middle of Tahrir Square, where tens of thousands of joyful Egyptians were chanting and celebrating, the line between order and chaos increasingly tenuous. I was meeting strangers, talking to strangers, directing strangers, all of us connected through the power of the Olympic flame. While I focused on the logistics of my job—herding reporters and staff and vans, from mile to mile, and viewpoint to viewpoint—I could feel the flame finding its path through the crowd, warming the hearts of the people of Cairo. My meals had consisted of energy bars and bottles of water, and sweat drenched my forehead and neck, and yet despite all this, I felt a hum of euphoria; I was in it and of it, fully alive.


Finally, the whole caravan and its entourage came to a halt somewhere on the outskirts of the megalopolis, with the pyramids looming as backdrop. The usual end-of-day celebration began, an official ceremony starring city officials (often the mayor), representatives of the Athens Organizing Committee, and local celebrities.


As the program started, I could see some of my colleagues drifting away, slowly fading from sight in the encroaching darkness, melding with the pyramids and the hazy contours of the desert. Under the sheltering sunset, I tried to listen to the speeches, but the spectacle took on a surreal air: a mirage of illuminated faces moving in feverish, erratic rhythms, uttering incomprehensible syllables. There I stood, sand in my shoes and in my mouth, surrounded by honking cars, the ancient monuments, the heat, the smell of gasoline, and Egyptian police; a German in Cairo representing the Athens games; working for a U.S. company from Denver that was producing the relay—all cast against the omnipresent logos of Coca-Cola and Samsung, the two main sponsors.


With the exception of the soccer World Cup, no other sports event holds such universal appeal—and no other sports event has become so commercialized. For that reason, the Olympics are often accused of moral bankruptcy and regarded with ambivalence, but in that very moment, under the Egyptian sky, the Olympic idea was as alive and pure as ever. There was something sacred even in its most profane moments. Niels Bohr, the legendary Danish quantum mechanics physicist, once stated that the sign of a great truth is that its opposite is also a great truth;1 no statement better describes the contradictions at the core of the Olympics.2 The games are business-as-usual, but also, still, the most romantic idea and endeavor imaginable. Political mine fields, hard work, dirt and dust and sweat, brand guidelines, ambush marketing, airtime, swag, talking points, and spreadsheets, overpriced and oversold—yes, all of that, and yet so much more. In the flame and in the faces of the Egyptians I met, I saw the Olympic spirit: the idea that peaceful competition—the Latin root for competing, competere, means “to strive together”—allows us to unleash our full human potential and to connect as citizens of the world.


The Olympics are what you see in them; they are what you make them, what you want them to be. Like the greatest of experiences, their very inadequacies, their imperfection, is what lends them their romance. They leave space for our imagination. They leave us wanting more.


Money and meaning, commerce and culture, transaction and transcendence: I have always been drawn to these tensions. My grandfather was a filmmaker, and my father is the managing director of an executive education firm. When I was six years old, I created my own imaginary corporation, and at the age of twenty-one, I founded my own music publishing company (the former was far more successful). In my early twenties, I played in a band and released two albums, a process that taught me more about collaboration than anything else I’ve done in the whole of my career. I studied both liberal arts and business administration. As a student, I read German philosophers; as a businessman, I read the Wall Street Journal. I had always wanted to become an artist—and ended up becoming the “marketing guy.”


In business, I have found the same beauty and intensity that I experienced singing my heart out in a concert. Today I no longer play in a band or even think of myself as a musician; business is my stage. I no longer write songs; I write e-mails, memos, articles, presentations, and strategic plans. In client pitches and town halls, at conferences and networking events, in team brainstorming sessions or sitting alone at my desk, many of my most transcendent moments now occur through work.


As a marketing executive, I view business as one of the greatest adventures of the human enterprise—if not the greatest. But I am not just a businessman: I am also an unapologetic romantic. I believe that the world would be a better place if we had more romance in our lives. I believe that promise trumps fulfillment. I believe that emotion eats reason for breakfast. I am not a daydreamer, idealist, or social activist. I am a Business Romantic.


Throughout my career—as chief marketing officer of a product design and strategy firm (Frog Design), an IT outsourcing firm (Aricent), or most recently an architecture and design firm (NBBJ)—I have come to appreciate markets as a powerful vehicle for making connections, for creating value beyond merely facilitating transactions. In the most tangible of our exchanges—at the farmers market, say, or in an online marketplace like Etsy—we discuss our needs and wants with people who are equally invested in them. We converse. We find common cause. We use the markets to communicate. No one has put it better than philosopher Robert C. Solomon:






Market systems are justified not because of efficiencies and profits, but because humans are first and foremost social and emotional beings, and markets provide a sympathetic community for social exchange.3








When we go to market, we present ourselves to the world: it is the beginning of business, the beginning of romance.


You may say: “Wait a minute. This is naive. You are romanticizing business. In today’s gloomy economy and partisan politics, it is almost irresponsible to have such a romantic view of business. How can we be romantic in such a depressing environment? The chasm between market and meaning is simply too wide to cross.”


Is it, though? Should it be?


Why must business exist within an entirely transactional framework?


What if the process is as important as the end result?


Can we maintain profit margins while also making experiences that put us in touch with the wondrous, the delightful, and the mysterious?


Isn’t it time to bring our fullest selves to the job?


What if we could find romance in and through business?


“Business” and “romance”: these two words touch on the conflict within all of us about the role that business can and should play in our lives. When we discuss human-scale markets, this unlikely pairing can feel intuitive and comforting; but when markets grow more abstract, when they begin to look more like systems, and the humans inside them scale up to form a workforce, or an industry, the words “business” and “romance” start to sound suspicious.


And yet, if we believe that the benefits of the market economy generally outweigh its faults, we need not attempt to completely contain or resolve this conflict. With the exception of government, few cultures have a greater impact on us than business: as employees, consumers, and even citizens. We live in a market society, whether we like it or not. What we buy and what we do for a living reflects (and even determines) who we are. Our career paths offer up many of our most salient opportunities for self-realization, and most of us spend the majority of our lives at work. For many of us, our coworkers are more intimately involved in our lives than our neighbors or friends, or even our families. In fact, studies suggest that we are likely to have more friendships than any other kind of relationship in the workplace (like boss-subordinate or mentor-protégé relationships).4 Such “blended relationships”—bringing work into the home and home into work—are one of the hallmarks of our connected age.


In all these ways, business binds us in its various chains of meaning. So when it comes to bringing more romance to our lives, why not start here?


When I ask friends and colleagues how they feel about work, I hear this:




	

“I am a creature of the office; I thrive in this fixed environment.”





	

“At work, I get to make my jokes and wander the halls, and generally do all the socializing that I would never think to do in my neighborhood or walking down the street.”





	

“I always have the freedom to work from home, but why would I? The office is where I belong.”








When we seek meaning, work is our arena. David Whyte, a poet and business consultant, perfectly captures the essence of this idea: “Work is difficulty and drama, a high-stakes game in which our identity, our self-esteem, and our ability to provide are mixed inside us in volatile, sometimes explosive ways,” he writes. “Work is where we can make ourselves; work is where we can break ourselves.”5


This is precisely why so many of us also suffer greatly in business. We suffer under the constrictions of the traditional market system and models of decision making that assume we are fully rational beings. And we suffer when we continue to create false distinctions between our business personas and other, larger parts of our humanity, when we divorce business from our emotional, intellectual, and spiritual needs.


Many of us clamor for more. We are in business, as consumers, employees, and entrepreneurs, because we love business. We love the drive of it; we love its opportunities for connection and social exchange. Some of us start our own businesses; others work at the forefront of innovation or management. Still others work in creative fields such as music and publishing—industries ever on a tightrope between commerce and culture—while too many of us still speak softly, if at all. We stash our wistful longings away when we enter our cubicles in the morning, our longings for an opportunity to express our truest selves at work, for an experience that makes us feel fully alive in our jobs, throughout our careers. This book is speaking to all of us—to each and every one of us who feels that business-as-usual is disenchanting all that is magical and meaningful about our daily experiences as professionals or consumers.


After reading this book, you will have more ways to open yourself up to the delights, the mysteries, the moments of transcendence, and even the hard-won sorrows of an everyday life in business. You will shimmer and glow amid the doom and gloom. You will better understand how to design spaces for these experiences, both with your colleagues and for your customers. You will walk away with Rules of Enchantment that show you how to act on your romantic beliefs and how to articulate them to others. And, surprisingly enough, this shift in perspective and attitude will open up unforeseen opportunities all around you, with the most unexpected of partners. You will begin the romance anew.


Although this book does not present a new management paradigm or economic theory, it does intend to upend conventions. It is a clarion call for all those for whom mere business excellence and efficiency are not good enough. In this way, it is a small book, human-sized and intended for an individual’s hands. It encourages you to have a romantic view of business: to act differently, but, first and foremost, to see, feel, and be different. It begins at the personal level, but ultimately this shift has the potential to instigate wide-scale institutional and systemic change. We may not play a different game, but if we play by different rules, we will end up with a better one.


In the following chapter, “The New Desire for Romance,” I look more closely at the current zeitgeist. Why do we need more romance, and how does it manifest itself in our first loves and first jobs? Next, in “Meet the Business Romantics,” I introduce five individuals, a couple, and a family who have found and sustained this romance in their relationship to business. You will learn to recognize the romantic characteristics both in other people as well as in yourself.


These chapters are followed by the “Rules of Enchantment.” How can we use small acts of significance and rituals to make our lives as workers and consumers more meaningful? Where do we cultivate romantic experiences of friction, conflict, mystery, and ambiguity? How can we bring some of the “art of life” back into our everyday business? And how do we fall in love with our job again and again?


By the time you reach the final chapter, “The New Romantic Age,” you will be well positioned to keep your own flame alight while also igniting that of others. And—romance isn’t easy—I will discuss some of the caveats and conundrums, the challenges that come with scaling Business Romance. Moreover, you will learn more about the Business Romantic’s role in society and how you can promote change that transcends the individual life and ushers in a new romantic age. In addition, the Appendix—“The Business Romantic Starter Kit”—will offer you practical resources, tips, and instructions.


By writing this book, I hope to instigate the quietest of revolutions. It is time for us to stand together. It is time for us to speak out. Who are we? We are the men and women of business who are ready for more. We are the Business Romantics.





PART ONE



Kindling




CHAPTER 1


The New Desire for Romance


MARKET SOCIETY IN CONFUSION


According to a 2013 Gallup poll conducted in 140 countries, only 13 percent of employees worldwide are fully involved in and enthusiastic about their jobs. Sixty-three percent are “not engaged” and “lack motivation.” About 24 percent are “actively disengaged,” meaning “they are unhappy and unproductive at work, and liable to spread negativity to coworkers.”1


Things look even more grim for leadership in business: Edelman’s 2013 Trust Barometer reveals that academics, technical experts, and members of midlevel management are nearly twice as trusted as chief executives.2 In its Outlook on the Global Agenda 2014, a survey of more than 1,500 leaders from the public and private sectors, the World Economic Forum identified “a lack of values in leadership,” “diminishing confidence in economic policies,” and “widening income disparities” as three major trends affecting societies worldwide.3


In the same vein, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) reports that social inequality in most industrialized nations has grown significantly since the global economic crisis broke out in 2008, with the wealthiest 10 percent of the population increasing their wealth 9.5 times as much as the poorest 10 percent in 2010.4 In his much discussed book, Capital in the 21st Century, French economist Thomas Piketty contends that we have regressed to a “patrimonial capitalism” that resembles nineteenth-century levels of wealth distribution, concentrated among family dynasties.5 In the United States, the Occupy Wall Street movement has helped us frame the growing income gap as the difference between the 99 and 1 percent. But research shows that this relationship is even more tilted toward the super-rich, the 0.1 percent. While the top 1 percent of American households take in about 22 percent of income (including capital gains), 0.1 percent of households own one-fifth of the country’s wealth.6 A 2013 report by the Aspen Institute concludes we may be shifting to a “Power-Curve Society” in which prosperity no longer follows a bell-curve distribution but instead accumulates at the top strata of winner-take-all societies.7


The innovations of the digital economy accentuate this trend. It is not only the future that is unevenly distributed, to paraphrase William Gibson’s famous quote—so is the creation of value. When Facebook bought WhatsApp for $19 billion in 2013, it paid a price equal to $345 million for each of the fifty-five employees.8 In his book Who Owns the Future? Jaron Lanier points to the implications for the workforce: “Kodak employed 140,000 people, Instagram 13.”9 We have entered a binary age, where software not only “eats the world,” as Silicon Valley venture capitalist Marc Andreessen proclaimed,10 but apparently also the middle class. Every day brings another newspaper report on social inequality, whether it is the disappearance of the market for middle-class consumer goods11 or President Obama calling income disparity the “defining challenge of our time.”12 Wall Street has taken note: although investment bankers still receive exorbitant bonuses, they have lost much of their masters-of-the-universe appeal. In fact, the current environment has brought forth entirely new types of Wall Street characters. Suddenly the media is rife with confessionals such as “Why I Am Leaving Goldman Sachs”13 and stories of former financiers seeking redemption for money addiction by working in the not-for-profit world.14


But we don’t need the media to show us what is right in front of our faces every day. The most powerful proof of confusion and disenchantment is the mood of the culture all around us: on the streets, in our subways, at our universities and schools, and in our very own offices. We survived the financial crisis, and we’ve now landed in the brave new world of the current recovery: between ever-changing arguments about quantitative easing, the slowing of growth in China, and the emergence of possible technology and real-estate bubbles, is it any wonder that we have a sense of whiplash about traditional business and economic models? Many of us feel that we are giving more and more for less and less in return. We are working longer hours (in fact, Americans work approximately eight weeks longer per year than in 1969, but for roughly the same, inflation-adjusted income15), accumulating greater debt, and watching middle-class promises such as home ownership and a solid education for our children erode. Millennials, the age group between eighteen and thirty-three, have higher levels of student loan debt, unemployment, and poverty, and lower levels of wealth and personal income than their two immediate predecessor generations (Gen Xers and Boomers) had at the same stage of their life cycles.16 For the first time on record, a generation is economically regressing, rather than progressing.


In Silicon Valley—a culture indoctrinated in the edicts of tech-optimism—new forms of social technology promise to close the gaps left by diminished governments, civic structures, and media organizations still struggling to find their bearings in the wake of the 2008 crisis. But do we really think software companies such as Amazon, Facebook, and Google, and all of their younger offspring can address our most important social and ethical questions? A growing cadre of cultural commentators and philosophers is voicing concerns about supplanting the responsibilities of citizenship with a myopic belief in technology. Evgeny Morozov, one of the most prolific and sharp-tongued in this group of critics, scoffs at such “solutionism,” describing it as “an intellectual pathology” that recognizes problems “based on just one criterion: whether they are ‘solvable’ with a nice and clean technological solution at our disposal.”17


Moreover, the speed of technological advances is outpacing our institutions and moral capacities. We live in an age where we make science-fiction movies to catch up with reality. On any given day, we need to develop cogent opinions on developments ranging from surveillance—by both companies and our own government—to cyberwarfare, bioterrorism, genetic engineering, and political uprisings amplified by tools of social media. And that’s just the morning news! Before we can fully process the pace of change, much less develop a moral and ethical perspective on it, innovations on the cusp of science and technology have already begun to transform us as individuals and as societies.


As these technological innovations create economic disruptions, they also destabilize our value systems. Pope Francis, Time’s “Person of the Year 2013,” lashed out against the “tyranny of unfettered capitalism,” denouncing “trickle-down” economic policies, financial greed, and consumerism. The head of the Catholic Church made it clear that we are in grave danger of losing our moorings, bowing only before the gods of money.18 A business mindset has infiltrated the most private aspects of our lives, bit by bit, tit for tat. We out-schedule each other to assure ourselves of our success, and the only ecstasy we can still find lies in a state of constant overwhelm.19


Even our friendships are starting to suffer. A group called Lifeboat, which describes itself as a movement “celebrating deep friendships,” recently conducted a full-scale study on the state of friendship in the United States.20 The report was the first of its kind, and its results were sobering. Only a quarter of adults are truly satisfied with their friendships. Despite the rise of social networking sites and increasing opportunities to connect online, most Americans told Lifeboat that they would rather have fewer, more meaningful connections than a greater quantity of friends. According to the study, friendship in the United States is in a state of “crisis.”


This sense of isolation is playing out like a house of mirrors against our developing digital landscapes. Facebook and other social media tools were designed to make us feel more connected, but our current anxieties of income inequality and work dissatisfaction are only amplified in the digital commons. There is always someone else in our network having more fun, making more money, or getting more psychic value out of those connections. Millennials retreat to individualism and a growing detachment from institutions such as religion, marriage, or political parties. A 2014 Pew survey21 showed that the social capital of these “digital natives” is mainly generated through social media networks. The need for self-expression and connection is high (55 percent of Millennials have posted a “selfie” online), but trust in others is low: just 19 percent of them say most people can be trusted, compared with 31 percent of Gen Xers and 40 percent of Boomers.


Against this backdrop of confusion and insecurity, Millennials are looking for a greater sense of meaning and community through work. But they are not the only ones. In an op-ed piece for the New York Times, the economist Jeffrey Sachs coined this moment in time—following the overleveraged glut of our most recent Gilded Age—“New Progressivism.”22 As a result of these shifts in the zeitgeist, alternative forms of doing business are popping up everywhere. Companies are getting certified as “B Corps,” for-profit corporations with a mandate to solve social and environmental problems;23 nonprofit organizations such as Ashoka are teaming up with Fortune 500 corporations to promote Corporate Change Makers;24 the Maker Movement is finding its greatest source of institutional support from the big-box stores;25 capitalist visionaries such as Sir Richard Branson and the former CEO of sportswear maker Puma, Jochen Zeitz, are launching the B Team, a coalition aiming to connect business leaders in delivering on social and environmental goals;26 Whole Foods co-founder and CEO John Mackey is evangelizing the idea of “Conscious Capitalism;”27 and journalist and consultant Tony Schwartz’s Energy Project is promoting more purposeful employee engagement based on the concept of an individual’s “energy.”28


What is happening?


In 2001, Aaron Hurst, a serial social innovator who started his first venture at the University of Michigan at the ripe old age of sixteen, founded the Taproot Foundation. The idea was simple but revolutionary for its time: linking business professionals with opportunities to do pro bono work. During his many years with Taproot, Hurst received more than twenty-five thousand letters written from business practitioners all over the world. They all described to him what they hoped to gain from a pro bono experience. Why in the world would otherwise successful business professionals seek out opportunities to give away their time for free?


Of course, if we posed such a question within a civic or religious sphere, it would sound absurd. Service to others and a desire for deeper connections are in the very DNA of these domains. In business, however, we are taught to think of ourselves as machines: agents of optimization, efficiency, and productivity. Hurst, on the other hand, identified four distinctly human drivers behind the strong demand for pro bono opportunities: (1) meeting new people; (2) craft building; (3) finding problems worth solving; and (4) connecting with people in the community.


He went on to shape his argument into a book and platform he calls The Purpose Economy29 and subsequently merged with social design firm Imperative to promote “purposeful business.” The Purpose Economy, Hurst argues, is the next paradigm after the decline of the Information Economy. Purpose, in his words, is “empowering people to have rich and fulfilling careers and lives by creating meaningful value for themselves and others.” This may seem like a radical transition—moving away from information into something even more vague and, arguably, more esoteric—but Hurst is certain that purpose will be the major driver for the next generation.


His ideas, of course, are indebted to the management guru Peter Drucker, who, decades ago, established the concept of “purpose-driven business,” arguing that companies needed a raison d’être, a higher mission, to outlast the competition. But the ideas are also completely of the moment.30 Shifts in demographics—more women in the workplace, more immigrants, and, most important of all, the presence of Millennials, which will represent 50 percent of the U.S. workforce by 202031—are creating a more progressive labor force. As Hurst said, “Gen X has always been invested in social values, but, for Gen Y, it is an imperative.”


Michael Norton, a professor of management at Harvard Business School and a coauthor of the book Happy Money,32 told me: “The job of human resources used to be bonuses and raises, hiring and firing and selecting new employees. Today, human resources has been tasked with ‘wellness’ or ‘How do we make our employees happier?’ People are happy with more money, but it’s less clear that hard economic incentives are really the way to go.”


Norton and his colleagues are currently working out experiments that investigate some of these alternative incentives. In one of the experiments, employees at an Australian bank, given an opportunity to donate money to a charity, reported significantly

more satisfaction and happiness at work. In another experiment, employees at a pharmaceutical firm in Belgium performed better after gifting their fellow teammates money. These, and other, “pro-social” incentives are proving more effective than money as a driver of productivity. Research by the Harvard Business Review and the Energy Project suggests that employees who find meaning in their work are more likely to stay with their organizations, experience higher job satisfaction, and are more engaged.33 According to a 2014 survey by Deloitte, executives and employees who work full-time for an organization with a strong sense of purpose report much higher confidence in their organization’s competitiveness and growth prospects than those lacking a sense of purpose.34


Kyla Fullenwider, however, a social designer and cofounder of Imperative, told me that justifying purpose, happiness, and other alternative metrics with a business case for greater productivity and higher growth feels “antiquated”: “The real innovators and the early adopters don’t even use the term ‘business case’ anymore,” she said. “It’s really much simpler than that. We’re trying to make employees happier because we’re all people. The justification is obvious. Or it should be. That’s the goal.”


For enlightened economists, consequently, happiness is no longer a means to an end; it is the end. The United Nations issued a Happiness Resolution and launched an International Happiness Day;35 the Harvard Business Review featured “the happiness factor” on its cover in 2012,36 and online retailer Zappos, among other firms, implemented an “employee happiness index” inspired by the Kingdom of Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness Index,37 even spinning off a whole platform for “Delivering Happiness,” including a “Chief Happiness Officer.”38


But the conversation transcends happiness and points to something even loftier: meaning. Meaning is a notably different desire from the pursuit of happiness, as research by Roy F. Baumeister and others has shown.39 One can lead a happy life devoid of meaning, and one can have a life rich with meaning without feeling happy. Happiness is light, individualistic, and episodic; meaning is profound, communal, and transcendent. Ultimately, meaning almost always implies a connection to a greater sense of community, whether real or imagined. It has a spiritual underpinning.


Meaning has made inroads into the business mainstream. Technology workers now talk about healing, business leaders promote the concept of “mindfulness,” and the official program of the World Economic Forum in Davos includes early-morning meditation sessions hosted by a Buddhist monk. The conference network Wisdom 2.0 intersects technology innovation with new insights on the mind, and presents a rich dialogue on how to incorporate spiritual insight, meditation, emotional intelligence, and other “food for the soul” techniques into the corporate agenda. Companies such as Aetna, General Mills, Nike, and Target start their working days with meditation or yoga techniques, and Google offers its employees a “Search Inside Yourself” class that is said to sell out instantly. A new generation of leaders explore the “third metric”—alternative ways to measure a successful, or better, more meaningful life, defined by giving back, wonder, well-being, and wisdom.40


More than sixty years after the publication of Man’s Search for Meaning,41 Viktor Frankl’s seminal book, “meaning” seems to have become the highest common denominator of an entire generation. A 2011 report commissioned by the Career Advisory Board found that “sense of meaning” was Gen Y’s single most important indicator of a successful career. This desire for more meaning is associated with new optimism: in a Telefonica survey of twelve thousand Millennials in twenty-seven countries, 62 percent of respondents believed they could make a local difference, and 40 percent believed they could make a global difference.42 While their predecessors in Gen X bemoaned the bureaucracy and corruption of corporate entities and institutions, Millennials simply dismiss them as irrelevant. Their generation embraces what futurist Alvin Toffler once described as the “adhocracy”:43 modular and nimble networked organizations that come together and break apart easily. The locus of power dynamically shifts across the network instead of remaining static in one single institution or organization.


But how exactly does romance relate to these networked concepts of purpose, happiness, and meaning? Can a purpose-driven life be a romantic one? Is romance a requisite for meaning? Does more romance mean more happiness? Before I go any further, we need to draw some important distinctions between the tenets of these larger cultural movements and the themes outlined in this book. Business Romantics certainly seek out greater meaning in work and agree that economic incentives are only a small part of what makes work rewarding, but their value set is fundamentally different. Whereas a purpose-driven business will only succeed if it achieves some clearly defined “good” in the world, Business Romantics find as much worth in the process as in the end product. As the adage goes: “It’s about the journey, not the destination.” In this way, romantics prioritize the actual experience over the institutional goal. For example, a good friend of mine works for a company built entirely around corporate social responsibility, and he shared his surprising—albeit private—frustrations with me: “Sometimes I find myself feeling demoralized. I love the world of marketing, but this company is almost punitive toward my passion. I’m being told, in subtle ways, not to sell our products. I feel like I’m in a ‘do good’ backwater: all the cutting-edge excitement is happening out in the more competitive spaces.”


Being a romantic company is not synonymous with being purpose driven or socially responsible. To the romantic, social purpose matters, but learning, excitement, and adventure matter just as much, if not more. Romance also doesn’t necessarily equate with morality; in fact, as we will see, it can sometimes reveal its dark side in moments of utmost intensity, uncertainty, conflict, and turmoil. You may work for a much-admired firm, devoted to a meaningful cause, but still feel an utter lack of romance. And you may find more romance working at Goldman Sachs than at a humanitarian organization. You can do good without feeling good.


Business Romantics certainly relate to the quest for happiness, purpose, or meaning, but they are ultimately searching for something different, something much more elusive and potentially more incendiary. A noble mission around a social cause is only one of any possible avenues that may lead to the heightened experience.


When I think back to my work with the Olympic Torch Relay in Cairo, the experience was romantic precisely because it was so conflicted, so contradictory. I felt a strong sense of purpose even as I felt the sponsors breathing down my neck. In the midst of the profane, we simply had to keep the flame alight. There was an intensity about that mission that left an indelible mark on my life. Did it make the world a measurably better place? Who knows? Was it an experience that brought everyone who was a part of it to life? Absolutely.


QUANTIFIED SELVES


At the beginning of the last century, the German sociologist and economist Max Weber used the term “great disenchantment” to portray the pervasive regime of the modern industrial society promoting a bureaucratic, intellectualized, and secularized view of the world.44 Weber bemoaned that scientific understanding and technical rationality had formed an “iron cage” that forced spirituality into the margins of our lives: “Precisely the ultimate and most sublime values have retreated from public life either into

the transcendental realm of mystic life or into the brotherliness of direct and personal human relations,” Weber observed. In hindsight, his description of humanity in his seminal work The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1905) appears to be as somber as it was prophetic: “Narrow specialists without minds, pleasure seekers without heart; in their conceit, these nullities imagine they have climbed to a level of humanity never before attained.”


More than a century later, humanity, on the ascent to yet another level, is undergoing another great disenchantment—this time propelled not by the industrialization but by the datafication of our markets, societies, workplaces, and relationships. You’ve probably heard the stunning stats: the human race generates as much data in two days now as it did in all of history before the year 2003, and the amount of data is doubling every two years to forty thousand exabytes (40 trillion gigabytes) by 2020. (As a point of reference, a single exabyte of storage can contain fifty thousand years’ worth of DVD-quality video.) In the time it takes you to read this chapter, the human race will produce the same amount of data that currently exists in the U.S. Library of Congress.45 Big Data indeed.


In the fall of 2012, I spent an hour with the managing director of Google’s R&D center in Israel, Yossi Matias, and we launched into a conversation about algorithms and intuition. “Intuition itself is just an algorithm,” the Google executive, a highly trained engineer, contended, “it’s made up of millions of impressions that we input into the brain.” He suggested we reconstruct and simulate this process. The goal, in his view, was simply to create better algorithms. His argumentation was cogent and disarming, but I left wanting more.


From number-crunching behemoths such as Google and Amazon, which generate giant repositories of user data to create highly targeted transactions, to the “Quantified Self” movement, spurred on by a bevy of new products and apps designed to help consumers enhance productivity, health, and fitness—these purveyors of data, big or small, promise to make our lives better. And they do. In a way. It is remarkable that we are now able to catalog exactly when we sleep best and which protein bars contribute to the fastest splits in our training runs. More important, breakthroughs happening at the forefront of fields such as personalized medicine and disaster management are already saving lives. But the fixation on data also leaves us feeling wistful, perhaps even a bit melancholy. If algorithms delve into every corner of our lives until nothing inexplicable remains, the loss will be tremendous. The faster we move from automated production to automated decision-making, the more human agency we risk giving up. The more we reduce our experiences—transcendent, fraught, delightful, frightening, whatever they may be—to a series of stark data points and engineered touch points, the more we chase the magic out of them.


When, in 2014, Malaysia Airlines flight 370 mysteriously disappeared from the radar, and passengers’ loved ones and the world at large were in the dark about the plane’s fate, the essayist and author Pico Iyer wrote a poignant column in which he reminded us of the “folly of knowing”: “Whatever the field of our expertise, most of us realize that the more data we acquire, the less, very often, we know. The universe is not a fixed sum, in which the amount you know subtracts from the amount you don’t.”46 Despite Big Data, ever more extensive surveillance, and our fervent impetus to know everything, Iyer suggests we embrace the humbling boundaries of our knowledge and leave space for the unknown: “Even if we do learn more about the fate of the airliner, it’s unlikely that all of our questions will ever be answered. And the memory of how much we didn’t know—and how long we didn’t know it—ought to sober us as we prepare for the next sudden visitation of the inexplicable.”


In business, there is little space for the inexplicable. Knowledge is often equated with exact measurement, and the overriding mantra is: “You can only manage what you can measure.” Big Data has now also entered the workplace, tracking not only employee productivity but also social interactions—“social physics,” as computer scientist Alex Pentland calls this new genre of sociometric data.47 He refers, for example, to a smartphone app called “meeting mediator” that shows who is dominating the conversation in a meeting. It is no wonder that some scholars express concern over such new possibilities of employee surveillance and even frame it as “Digital Taylorism.”48


To be sure, algorithmic measurements will provide more managerial insights, but we need look no further than the most recent financial crisis for evidence of how poorly we manage what we believe we can measure. In fact, failed mergers, failed product launches, reputational crises, and social media PR disasters—just these sorts of cultural disconnections and disruptions within organizations and between brands and their audiences—show us the importance of better managing what we cannot measure.


We have begun to explore alternative definitions and metrics of value creation such as happiness, purpose, and meaning, and we are now turning our analytical tools to quantifying and exploiting them. I welcome that we measure a different kind of value, but only if we don’t forget to value what is not measurable.


There must be a place for the inexplicable alongside the explicable, and for the implicit in the midst of the explicit. In fact, the greatest leaders need to be Business Romantics at heart. F. Scott Fitzgerald put it best when he defined acute intelligence as the ability to “hold two opposing ideas in the mind at the same time and still retain the ability to function.”49 Leaders need this expansiveness of thought to synthesize the necessary messiness of our business lives—the competing realities that represent our societies’ growing complexity. We must resist the temptation to reduce this messiness to mere quantitative terms.


The capacity to withstand the uncertainty of our daily existence is what allows us to maintain our most productive working relationships. As romantics, we consider human error a tool for self-discovery, and we appreciate the vagaries of the Un-Quantified Self. We embrace nuance; we appreciate intention as much as (and perhaps even more than) outcomes; we honor the inevitabilities of unpredictability—and failure. All these articles of faith resist algorithmic formulation, and yet they form the foundation for some of our most inspired acts of management. We can manage what we cannot measure: we do it every day.


A friend of mine, a novelist, recently participated in a residency of sorts along the coast of Panama. She was part of a select group of artists and scientists invited to join an Austrian art collector on her yacht for a week of cultural exchanges. The goal was to create a bridge of discourse and understanding between the humanities and the sciences, or what the British scientist and novelist C. P. Snow once famously described as “the Two Cultures.”50 My friend, paired with a group of engineering students from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), described the engineers’ desire to problem-solve even in conversations about ethics, identity, and culture. “They had answers before the other participants had even formulated their questions,” she told me. Failure? A “pivot” on the path to ultimate success. Morality? A matter of context and better, data-driven decision making. Love? An algorithm if it works, a sentimental distraction if it doesn’t. My friend was chilled by the laser-sharp rhetoric of the students, by their swagger that confused analytical smarts with intellect. For her, the experience called to mind a line by the Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gasset: “I wish it would dawn upon engineers that, in order to be an engineer, it is not enough to be an engineer.”


To me, the poor chemistry between the two groups on the yacht speaks to a deeper antagonism in society: technologists don’t know what they don’t know until they know it. In contrast, artists and romantics, by the very nature of their work, live with the tensions of ambiguity, conflict, doubt, and hesitancy. The humanities are our essential fortification as we defend ourselves against an entirely utilitarian engineering mind-set. They help us celebrate and keep sacred what we don’t know. They guide us in confronting the most soulful of inquiries: Who are we in the face of natural forces? Who are we in the face of oppressive political regimes? Who are we in the face of our vocational callings? What does our life’s work really mean?


At the commencement ceremony of Brandeis University in 2012, the New Republic literary editor Leon Wieseltier addressed the graduating class as “fellow humanists.”51 He identified encounters with great works of art—whether texts, images, or objects—as a “bulwark against the twittering acceleration of American consciousness.” Culture, he announced defiantly, had become the new counterculture. The romantic tradition—its art, literature, philosophy, and history—once conceived of the self as a soul, both mercurial and inviolate. As we contemplate the slow retreat of the humanities, these soulful inquiries have shifted. Harvard University recently reported that the number of degrees in the humanities had fallen across the university—as well as from 14 percent to 7 percent across the nation between the years of 1966 and 2010.52 While these numbers were not undisputed,53 the ensuing debate illustrated the underlying dilemma: a crisis of confidence in the relevance of the humanities. Today many of us are drawn to experts donning lab coats; we look for scientific certification; we seek out correlations, not causes. Our culture’s fixation on science has sanitized our earlier, more romantic notions of a dark and stormy spirit; the mysteries of temperament and mood have been replaced with the specifics of cells, neurons, and synapses. In the shadow of quantification, the humanities have come to be seen as honorable but inconsequential. They might capture something about our past, but they have nothing to teach us about our future.


How far we have come from the days—only decades ago—when a select group of scholars labored over the creation of the now-famous core curriculum! First at Columbia University, and then, later, at the University of Chicago, professors devoted four-year curricula to exploring the hundred to one hundred fifty books identified as the moral architecture—the great classics—of the Western World.54 The contemporary liberal arts college was loosely designed around the rigorous study of these select texts. Close to a century later, all that has changed.


Our core curriculum has eroded—with help from the deconstructionist questions of authorship and ownership sounding out in anger across college campuses throughout the eighties and nineties. What was once the heart and soul of our education, the foundation of our most basic notions regarding our humanity, has now become a field of study pursued only by dreamers and rebels. These students, Wieseltier’s counterculture, graduate with no concrete skills. And even the promise of their greater cultural understanding is regarded as dubious: the only culture that seems to capture our sustained attention is the cultural milieu of high-tech and capital-infused corridors such as Silicon Valley.


The dramatic consequences advanced digital technologies will have on our educational institutions are captured in the recent book The Second Machine Age, written by the MIT economists Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee.55 The authors argue that the exponential growth of innovation in computation is now poised to completely surpass not only our physical skills but also our cognitive ones. Has the Singularity finally arrived? Are we set to lose ourselves—and the aura of humanity itself—in this new era of the Quantified Self?


The authors—neither entirely optimistic nor pessimistic about the current upheaval in the labor market—argue for a third way, a balanced approach that acknowledges the vital role a broad education has to play: “There’s never been a better time to be a worker with special skills or the right education, because these people can use technology to create and capture value. However, there’s never been a worse time to be a worker with only ‘ordinary’ skills and abilities to offer, because computers, robots, and other digital technologies are acquiring these skills and abilities at an extraordinary rate.” “Number-crunching computers will replace number-crunching managers,” Tim Laseter predicts in a related article on “management in the second machine age.”56


The romantic makes a passionate case for the foundations of our education. The humanities are our most treasured—and useless—“special skills.” And it is their very uselessness—their determination to remain uncorrupted by models of efficiency and optimization—that is their saving grace. The market system, currently sucking them dry, is the very same system that will reveal their necessity.


Quantified, efficient selves—the good news is: we’ve been there before. The original Romantic Movement—toward the end of the eighteenth century and into the nineteenth—emerged in response to the Industrial Revolution and the Enlightenment. When the pendulum swung society to its most extreme expression of rationalism and empiricism, society—artists and philosophers, in particular—demanded that it swing back. And swing it did . . .


WILD AND WONDERFUL


It was June of 1816 on Lake Geneva, Switzerland, and bad weather was slowly starting to roll in again. One year earlier, a huge volcano erupted in Indonesia, sending a vast cloud of ash across the Northern Hemisphere. In Europe, 1816 came to be called the “Year Without a Summer,”57 the entire season plagued by cold winds and constant downpours. Amid the usual rotation of visiting English tourists to the Lake Geneva area of the Swiss Alps, an altogether different group was settling in for a summer season of passion, transcendence, and delirium—qualities not typically associated with a society renowned for efficiency and pragmatism. The impromptu gathering of some of Western culture’s most iconic “romantics” included poets Lord Byron, Percy Shelley, his mistress Mary Shelley (born Mary Wollstonecraft Goodwin), and her stepsister, the “comely” Claire Claremont. Defying “an almost perpetual rain,” Mary Shelley later wrote,58
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