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Dedicated to the Edge Fellows—cool kids doing edge work






Introduction
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They started out as grommets—groms, for short, an affectionate name for kids learning extreme sports. These five were little surf kids, no bigger than a three-foot wave, learning to ride a board on the beach break near the shore, and their names were Dusty, Clay, Wesley, Granger, and Kai. Since anyone could remember, they were always together, either in the living room of Dusty’s parents’ house, or at school, or down at Hookipa surf break (on Maui’s north shore) ripping up the waves. Now in their early twenties, they are all on the verge of making the World Championship Tour, the most elite group of competitive surfers in the world.

It doesn’t seem like so unusual a story: Local kids make good. Best pals and brothers have long succeeded together in surfing. The Bronzed Aussies of the 1970s, and the Malibu Crew of the 1960s. The Momentum Generation came up together in the 1990s. The Coolie Kids burst on the scene in the early 2000s, and the Hobgoods and Lopez brothers came out of Florida about the same time.

But Maui has never sent a surfer to the ’CT, as the pro tour is called, let alone produced a champion there. Nobody’s quite sure why. Maybe it’s because, despite a handful of world-class breaks, Maui generally  doesn’t have the best surf in the Hawaiian Islands. That honor goes hands down to Oahu, which is surrounded by great waves and historic surf breaks—and which has produced the lion’s share of Hawaii’s most famous surfers.

So how did the five little groms from Maui, who grew up best pals and stiffest competitors, go from surfing for kicks to winning Junior titles to standing on the verge of making the pro tour?

That question, in its more general form, applies well beyond the world of surfing. Whether it’s in online gaming, amateur astronomy, open-source software development, apparel manufacturing, or online music remixing—what is it that makes one set of circumstances right for individuals or institutions to flourish while others yield weak or even depreciating results? How can a group of obscure motorcycle assemblers in China challenge the best Japan has to offer? Why does World of Warcraft remain the most popular online game, despite competing titles that keep coming along to challenge it—and that keep failing? How can a big software company attract into a sprawling virtual community everybody it needs to get a difficult new product adopted quickly? What, in other words, does it take to turn passion into success?

The common dynamic that we see underlying all of these success stories is what we call “pull,” the ability to draw out people and resources as needed to address opportunities and challenges. Pull gives us unprecedented access to what we need, when we need it, even if we’re not quite sure that “it” is. Pull allows us to harness and unleash the forces of attraction, influence, and serendipity. Using pull, we can create the conditions by which individuals, teams, and even institutions can achieve their potential in less time and with more impact than has ever been possible. The power of pull provides a key to how all of us—individually and collectively—can turn challenge and stress into opportunity and reward as digital technology remakes our lives.

If you want to succeed personally, if you want your company to succeed, if you have grand ambitions about what the world ought to look like, we think we’ve identified the keys to success that you will need in a world that’s changing almost too fast to keep track of. By understanding  those fundamental changes, and by grasping how pull works, we think you can be happier working at something you love, build institutions that can act as platforms to catapult change (and create real value while doing it), and maybe even transform the world in necessary and far-reaching ways. We won’t lie to you: It won’t be easy. But the choice has become that we adopt these techniques and thrive, or we choose to ignore them and face a great risk of failure as passion, talent, and material resources head elsewhere.
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IF WE ARE GOING TO SUCCEED in this rapidly changing world, we face two challenges: making sense of the changes around us, and making progress in an increasingly unfamiliar world. These challenges are related, of course. On one hand, we can’t make progress without first making sense. The myriad of surface changes can quickly distract and disorient us. On the other hand, making sense will not help us unless we can use our understanding to craft a journey that will honor where we are today and help us to make progress in measured and pragmatic steps. This book takes on both challenges—it is our goal to help you make sense and to help you make progress.

To begin to understand how pull helps and enables individuals, groups, and institutions to thrive, we visited the living room of Wendell and Lisa Payne’s Lahaina home in Maui. Not just any living room turns out to develop world-class athletes, of course. So what made this one different? On the surface, the Paynes’ living room looks much like any other: There’s a sofa, an easy chair, a scrapbook on the side table (with a one-word title: “Dusty”), a television, and a book shelf. But this living room also became a place where Dusty and his friends, without realizing it, were tapping into deep processes that have lessons for all of us.

More often than not, these processes start with a simple question: What interests us? What are we passionate about? As eight-year-old Dusty squinted into the sun in the backyard of the small family house in Haiku, Hawaii, his father asked him, “What do you want to do?” Dusty,  who had already gotten tired of stick and ball games such as baseball and soccer, thought for a few moments and said, “I want to surf.”

From that moment on, Wendell and Lisa immersed their young son—and themselves—in the world of amateur surfing, becoming heavily involved with the Hawaii Amateur Surfing Association and eventually the National Scholastic Surfing Association, where they met the Larsens, the Marzos, and the Bargers—the parents of other promising groms who were as hooked on surfing as Dusty was. Most years at Thanksgiving they flew over to the Rell Sunn Menehune Surf Contest on the beautiful beach of Makaha in Oahu, where in 2001 a record sixteen kids from Maui showed up, families in tow, an early foreshadowing of a new generation of top surfers.

In the midst of all this activity the Paynes’ living room became a focal point, a clubhouse, a place of retreat and reflection following the day’s experiences out in the surf—the calm center in the middle of a growing intermingling of influences, contests, people, and interactions that together launched five of the most promising young surfers of their generation.

Dusty and his friends would surf all day and then—gathered in front of the Payne family’s VCR, enthralled by the prodigious romance and athletic daring of the older generations of surfers—devour the latest surfing movie at night (and don’t picture Gidget, either; these movies featured footage of top surfers as they pushed the limits of the sport). “Every time a new movie came out they’d watch it a hundred times,” Wendell recalls, “dissecting how this guy did that move or some other guy did something else, analyzing it in the living room and then going out the next day to try those moves on their own.”

Before long the young surfers were videotaping each other, using the cheap video cameras that had just arrived on the market and iMovie editing software on the Payne family’s iMac. They’d break the movies down frame by frame, examining each other’s techniques, saying, “If only you’d slid your foot a bit further forward on that move,” or, “If you’d rotated your head a little more to the left.” Then they’d go out and try to incorporate those moves into their repertoire, practicing again and again until they became second nature. In this way, they came to capture hundreds of little maneuvers,  each of them made in response to the unpredictable movements of the waves.

Most times these adjustments were routine. Occasionally, however, they represented performance breakthroughs accomplished in spontaneous (and often unconscious) reaction to the demands of the moment and the unforeseeable dynamics of the wave.

If one of them just happened to have grabbed the edge of his board at a certain moment—say, right before landing a jump—he was able to review just what he’d done with his buddies while sitting around eating pizza that night in the Payne family’s living room. Then they could replicate it, and maybe even refine it. As video became an indispensable part of their development, so did the many surfing websites that began to appear, which served to amplify the effect. The youngsters no longer had to wait for new surfing movies to come out. Instead, they could access footage of just about any pro surfing competition and even watch the pros (and prominent “soul surfers”)1 as they were free-surfing. Often the footage would appear the same day it was shot. Dusty and his friends would break these videos down just as carefully as their own, analyzing the subtle nuances of technique and learning from surfers they’d often neither met nor, in some cases, even heard of. They also started posting their own videos to the web for others to watch and learn from.

And it wasn’t long before the surf world took notice, most notably in the form of Matt Kinoshita, perhaps the preeminent board shaper in Maui, who became a coach and mentor. Surfers and board shapers (who are often prominent surfers themselves) have a long history of working together and spurring one another to new heights of performance. Professional videographers also took notice of the talented, photogenic kids and began following them around and posting clips of their exploits. This in turn attracted sponsors such as Volcom and Body Glove that clamored to place their logos on their boards and hats. Standing in the Payne’s unassuming living room, flipping through the pages of the scrapbook Dusty’s parents kept about him, we marveled at how the world of sun, sand, and waves could so closely resemble what we were learning about pull in so many other, very different places, contexts, and people.




WHAT TO EXPECT IN THIS BOOK 


Pull is about expanding our awareness of what is possible and evolving new dispositions, mastering new practices, and taking new actions to realize those possibilities. It’s about figuring out how to be systematic in how we combine work and life to pursue our passions, how to find others who share our passion but bring different experiences and perspectives to challenging performance needs, and how to create conditions where we’re more likely to happen upon interesting people, resources, and opportunities—even as we contribute the same chances to others. We all pursue some of these techniques—searching, tapping into networks of one kind or another, connecting with people who share our passions—but almost none of us do it systematically or even consciously. And few of us know how powerful these ideas and techniques, properly deployed, have the potential to be.


Pull is really about harnessing the same techniques and attitudes that allowed Dusty to excel, but doing it systematically and consciously. Pull starts by exploring three increasingly powerful levels of pull—access, attract, and achieve. We will describe in detail the techniques, approaches, and practices required to most effectively harness these levels of pull, drawing on examples of individuals and companies that have been successful applying them. In developing each of these levels, we will also describe the deep changes underlying them. The distance yet to be traveled, individually and collectively, may feel daunting. Make no mistake, this will be a difficult (and yet exciting) journey.

Accordingly, we’ve written the second part of the book to reflect the elements of a successful journey toward pull, the steps we can all start taking. This journey by necessity starts with the individual and then builds out to the institutional level and ultimately to broader arenas—markets, industries, and even society in its entirety. Several crucial “elements of the journey” must be systematically created and put into place: the right trajectory (the direction in which you’re headed); sufficient leverage (the ability to mobilize the passions and efforts of other people); and the best pace (the speed at which you progress) to make it all come together in a world that’s moving ever more quickly and unpredictably. This is the story of how to get from where you are now to  where you really want to be. It’s the story of how small moves can have disproportionate impact. It’s the story of how to change the world.
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To help keep track of these different aspects of our book, we’re including a “map” showing the three levels of pull (access, attract, and achieve); the three domains in which they apply (individual, institutional, and societal); and the three elements of the journey that all of us will follow toward pull (trajectory, leverage, and pace). (See the diagram above.) We’ll be highlighting aspects of this map in each chapter to help you navigate through the book.

In previous generations of institutional change, an elite at the top of the organization created the world into which everybody else needed to fit. The institutional changes ahead will be quite different. These changes will be driven by passionate individuals distributed throughout and even outside the institution, supported by institutional leaders who understand the need for change but who also realize that this wave of change cannot be imposed from the top down. The new institutional model will involve a complete refocusing: Rather than  molding individuals to fit the needs of the institution, institutions will be shaped to provide platforms to help individuals achieve their full potential by connecting with others and better addressing challenging performance needs. The success of institutions will depend on their ability to amplify the efforts of individuals so that small moves, smartly made, can become catalysts for broad impact. Institutions will themselves become powerful pull platforms, helping individuals gain leverage they could never achieve on their own and, as a result, develop their talents more rapidly than they could as independent agents. Rather than individuals serving the needs of institutions, our institutions will be recrafted to serve the needs of individuals. As each of us brings into the workplace the practices we have mastered in our personal lives, the institutions where we work will be transformed, and our professional lives along with them.

Not every one of us will make this leap equally willingly or at the same time. But we believe that in the digital age, as social networking sites, powerful search engines, and the like continue to exert their democratizing influences, the power of pull will become the governing principle for success, and that those who learn how to use these tools and methods most effectively are the ones who will pull their institutions into a new era of higher performance and achievement, often through the use of edge practices at the core. This, in fact, is the thesis of this book, and we will show, in detail, how this new model works and explain how an individual or company can begin to use the pull framework to excel and move into the twenty-first century.

Even though these changes are likely to come from individuals and build up organically, today’s institutional leaders have a crucial role to play as well. Their success or failure will increasingly depend on the extent to which they can identify and support trail-blazing, early-moving individuals and give them the support and empowerment they need to help accelerate institutional change. Eventually, as institutional arrangements and practices continue to evolve, we foresee increasing potential for both individuals and institutions to use the power of pull to shape broader markets and societies—a future with radical implications for individuals, for institutions, and for the world.




LEAVING BEHIND THE WORLD OF PUSH 

To get to pull, first we’ve got to come to grips with what push is and how it permeates our lives. Push approaches begin by forecasting needs and then designing the most efficient systems to ensure that the right people and resources are available at the right time and the right place using carefully scripted and standardized processes.

Push programs have dominated our lives from our very earliest years. We are literally pushed into educational systems designed to anticipate our needs over twelve or more years of schooling and our key needs for skills over the rest of our lives. As we successfully complete this push program, we graduate into firms and other institutions that are organized around push approaches to resource mobilization. Detailed demand forecasts, operational plans, and operational process manuals carefully script the actions and specify the resources required to meet anticipated demand. We consume media that have been packaged, programmed, and pushed to us based on our anticipated needs. We encounter push programs in other parts of our lives as well, whether in the form of churches that anticipate what is required for salvation and define detailed programs for reaching this goal, gyms that promise a sculpted body for those who pursue tightly defined fitness regimens, or diet gurus who promise we will lose weight if we follow a certain menu or choose from particular foods. Push knows better than you do, and it’s not afraid to say, “Do this, not that!”

Pull is a very different approach, one that works at three primary levels, each of which builds on the others. At the most basic level, pull helps us to find and access people and resources when we need them. At a second level, pull is the ability to attract people and resources to you that are relevant and valuable, even if you were not even aware before that they existed. Think here of serendipity rather than search.

Finally, in a world of mounting pressure and unforeseen opportunities, we need to cultivate a third level of pull—the ability to pull from within ourselves the insight and performance required to more effectively achieve our potential. We can use pull to learn faster and translate that learning into rapidly improving performance, not just for  ourselves, but for the people we connect with—a virtuous cycle that we can participate in. Perhaps the most intriguing example of this third level of pull in action comes from an unexpected area—the world of online gaming and, in particular, a game that has captured the imagination of nearly 12 million gamers—World of Warcraft.

These three levels of pull go far beyond the “on-demand” focus of the technology industry in recent years. On-demand initiatives generally seek to facilitate the first level of pull, but they have very little to offer regarding the second and third levels of pull.

Chapters 2 through 4 will develop these three levels of pull in much more detail, but for now, let’s explore a bit further what each of these levels of pull involves.


The First Level of Pull: Access 

The first and simplest level of pull is all about flexible access—the ability to fluidly find and get to the people and resources when and where we need them. As we shall see, this is considerably different from the notion of “pull” that some readers will associate with lean manufacturing. Search engines such as Google or Microsoft’s Bing provide perhaps the clearest examples of robust pull platforms that help us to find and access people and resources wherever they reside. More specialized aggregators, such as Orbitz or Travelocity, help people search and connect with a broad range of relevant resources (although the more general search engines are now adding some of this more specialized functionality as well). Note that pull platforms needn’t exclusively live on digital networks, although they function most effectively there. They can also bridge the physical and virtual worlds. One example of this principle can be found in Cisco’s efforts to connect customers with more than 40,000 specialized channel partners to support their individual needs in a highly customized way. Another is found in the Hong Kong firm Li & Fung, which operates a global network of more than 10,000 business partners to configure customized supply networks for customers in the apparel industry using mostly fax machines and telephones.

Access will become increasingly necessary as competition intensifies and disruptions become more frequent. It used to be that we could rely on “stocks” of knowledge—what we know at any point in time—but these stocks are diminishing in value more rapidly than ever before. Consider the compression of product life-cycles occurring in most global industries today. Even the most successful products fall by the wayside more quickly than the ones that preceded them as new generations come through the pipeline at an ever faster clip. In more stable times, we could sit back and relax once we had learned something valuable, secure that we could generate value from that knowledge for an indefinite period. Not anymore.

To succeed now, we have to continually refresh our stocks of knowledge by participating in relevant “flows” of knowledge—interactions that create knowledge or transfer it across individuals. These flows occur in any social, fluid environment that allows firms and individuals to get better faster by working with others.

To get a sense of the difference between stocks of knowledge and knowledge flows, imagine a car mechanic trying to keep up with the rapidly changing technologies embedded in today’s cars. A mechanic falling back on the training she received at the outset of her work life would be hopelessly lost with today’s computer systems. Even attending additional training programs or reading manuals would not be sufficient to keep up. There would likely be a need to connect with other mechanics and perhaps even the manufacturer to problem-solve unanticipated issues with the cars coming in for repairs. Without access to these flows of knowledge, the mechanic would soon be out of a job. And a good mechanic would not just wait until a specific problem arose. In one way or another, we all are becoming more active in professional gatherings where we can pick up knowledge through discussions with others that will ultimately prove useful in our work. By getting deeply involved in these groups, we evolve our understanding of the context we are working in; we even learn how to frame really good questions that can be effectively answered when the need arises. For a mechanic, such a group might be an online discussion forum where mechanics gather on an ongoing basis to discuss some of the  new technologies entering the marketplace and the challenges they represent.

Or consider again the professional surfing world, where innovations happen quickly and often jump the boundaries from other sports, such as motocross, skateboarding, and snowmobile jumping. As top surfers, Dusty and his friends might already know how to execute a “pop-shove-it,” in which you rotate your board 180 degrees while in midair (a move learned from skateboarders), but what about the “superman,” where you quickly thrust the board in front of you, at arm’s length, while “flying” behind it? When somebody mastered that move on a surf break half a world away, Dusty and the others were some of the first to know about it.

In this case the surfer’s “stock” of knowledge—the pop-shove-it—had just become less than the newest thing. Its value had diminished relative to the new new thing—the superman—that was getting its own fifteen minutes of fame before something else would inevitably supplant it. And yet these young men knew about it almost immediately. How do they keep up? By heading over to Surfermag.com, Surfingthemag.com, Surfline.com, or TWsurf.com and making sure they’ve seen the newest surfing maneuvers nearly as soon as they’ve been shot. Refreshing the stocks of what we know by participating in flows of new knowledge is fundamental to performance improvement, no matter the endeavor, both for individuals and, more broadly, for institutions.

Unfortunately, this represents a significant challenge for our existing institutions, since they have been organized around the proposition that economic value comes from protecting existing stocks of knowledge and efficiently extracting the value that these stocks of knowledge represent. It’s not always easy for us as individuals, either, to acknowledge that all those years of education may not be as helpful as we had hoped. We discover that we must compete for employment with talented individuals halfway around the world, in places we may never have heard of before. As a billboard along Highway 101 in Silicon Valley put it, “1,000,000 people overseas can do your job. What makes you so special?”2 The days when any of us, as workers, could take our job security for granted seem as distant as the genteel era in  which surfing pioneers stood ramrod straight on ten-foot-long red-wood surfboards.

It’s quickly dawning on us instead that our education was at best a thin foundation that needs to be continually refreshed in order for us to stay competitive. The stress in our professional lives bleeds over into our personal lives as we find ourselves working longer hours and as long-standing relationships are disrupted by unexpected events. We are all becoming heavily reliant on pull platforms in our personal life to help us cope with growing pressure. Everything from car buying to house hunting and investment management has been significantly transformed by the availability of new, technology-enhanced pull platforms. Can any of us imagine a time when we could not turn to search engines to access people and resources that could help us with our needs?


The Second Level of Pull: Attract 

We can be systematic in our search techniques and scenario planning, but often we’re at a loss for what questions to ask, much less what to look for. In this kind of world, access and search have important, but increasingly limited, utility. Go ahead: Try and search for something when you’re not quite sure what it is that you’re looking for, what your question really is. Or if you know the elements of what you’re looking for but not how they go together or what subject they might fall under. Frustration quickly mounts. Our success in finding new information and sources of inspiration increasingly depends upon serendipity—the chance encounter with someone or something that we did not even know existed, much less had value, but that proves to be extraordinarily relevant and helpful once we find out about it. But it turns out that these “serendipitous” events are not always just chance. Louis Pasteur famously observed, “Fortune favors the prepared mind,” but this still assumes that the initial encounter is pure luck and that it is only a question of being prepared for luck when it happens. What if it is possible to shape those unexpected encounters so that we could increase the probability and quality of the encounters?

Consider how Dusty Payne won $50,000 in a contest he didn’t even know he’d entered. We could say that we should all be so lucky. But it wasn’t luck. The year was 2008, and Dusty was free-surfing at Canguu in Bali, tired from having stayed up late the night before, celebrating his win at the Oakley Pro Junior the previous day, where he’d made a series of stunning aerial maneuvers in eight-foot surf against some of the best rippers in the world. It was the biggest win yet in his promising career, and now he was enjoying some time away from the competition, riding the waves for the joy of it.

In retrospect, it wasn’t the perfect wave that he caught that day. But what he did with it was spectacular. Cutting to his right, he made a few quick small turns before launching himself out of the water on his board, spinning 360 degrees above the lip of the wave, and then landing cleanly again in the water. He didn’t know it yet, but this “massively tweaked-out frontside air” (as Surfer magazine later called it)3 proved to be the winning move in a year-long contest sponsored by a footwear company called Kustom, which had invited all comers to post videos of themselves online in a winner-takes-all shootout between August 2008 and March 2009. One of the videographers following Dusty’s every surfing move caught his “Balinese boost” on film and posted it online, where it attracted Kustom’s eye. Even the awards ceremony was a surprise as Kustom representatives leaped out of a closet to give Dusty a jacket festooned with hundred-dollar bills.

The story of the Kustom Air Strike demonstrates the ripple effects of serendipity. One morning Dusty Payne happened to be free-surfing and unleashed a huge move. A videographer caught it and posted it online, where Kustom saw it and decided it was the winning “entry.” Dusty wasn’t trying to win the Air Strike with that move. He didn’t know if the videographer would capture the move, or post it. But he was prepared, and he went out into the morning to have fun and create something new and unexpected.

Serendipity is also one of the secret ingredients explaining the continued growth of “spikes”—geographic concentrations of talent around the world. The Silicon Valley engineer attends his daughter’s soccer match and happens to meet another engineer on the sidelines. In the course of their conversation, the engineer stumbles upon an interesting  solution to a design problem he had been wrestling with for months. And so on. When talented individuals choose to live in spikes, rather than in, say, small towns or rural areas,4 they’re doing so because it increases their rate of discovery, making it more likely that they’ll stumble on what they need. Of course, it’s important to choose the right spike. If you’re interested in surfing (or your child is), it doesn’t do you much good to live in Washington, D.C., even if it might be easier to get there.

Thus aspiring country musicians move to Nashville, while up-and-coming software engineers go to Silicon Valley or Bangalore, screen-writers to Los Angeles, models to New York, and so on. Talented individuals tend to go where they have the greatest chance of running into what they need in order to take the next step, even if they don’t quite know or understand what form it will take or who might inspire it.

Serendipity also generates congregations of complementary talent in virtual communities of like interests, from mothering to survivalism. Online communities are perfect for bringing together far-flung people who have common interests. If you want to find out what it is you don’t know that you don’t know, you need to hang out with other people who might already know it.

Online social network sites, such as Facebook or LinkedIn, play an interesting role in all of this. They help people stay in touch with their existing friends and colleagues, but, increasingly, they also provide environments for serendipitous encounters with friends of friends, or colleagues of colleagues, even people whom one has never before met. Social scientists call these “weak ties”5—people we barely know who can connect us to rich networks of relationships in domains completely different from ours. These tools are helping to make our activities and interests broadly visible to enhance serendipitous encounters brokered by those on the periphery of our social networks. Ironically, these online social networks have very primitive search capabilities—as of this writing at least—but when used skillfully they can allow one to attract people from unexpected directions.

By phoning up the videographer beforehand, as Dusty did, even if we don’t know what good might come from it; by moving to Silicon  Valley or some other spike of complementary talent; by being appropriately open with our personal and professional information on social networking sites—in all these ways we can enhance the potential for attracting serendipitous encounters. In other words, we can shape serendipity rather than waiting passively for it to occur. Following Louis Pasteur’s advice, we can work to prepare ourselves. We can reach out, make interesting connections—often for their own sake. But doing this requires an understanding of the areas where the most valuable new ideas, insights, and experiences are likely to surface so that we can position ourselves for serendipity. For many people, it also requires overcoming the terrifying sense that we’ll get it “wrong” when we use digital media like Facebook or Twitter. Maybe we’ll say too much, or what we say won’t be interesting, or we’ll be ridiculed for posting an idea that we haven’t really thought through.

Meeting new people and finding new ideas can be fun in and of themselves. But attraction—and the serendipity that arises from it—takes on increasing value as we look to attract and retain the attention of people who exist at the edge of our areas of interest and to increase the probability of serendipitous encounters at the most relevant times. Edges are places that become fertile ground for innovation because they spawn significant new unmet needs and unexploited capabilities and attract people who are risk takers. Edges therefore become significant drivers of knowledge creation and economic growth, challenging and ultimately transforming traditional arrangements and approaches. The sociologist Vanina Leschziner, for instance, tells the story of how chefs go to other cities—particularly cities with leading cuisine scenes, such as Paris, New York, and San Francisco—to pick up fresh ideas from other restaurants about combining ingredients and creating appealing restaurant ambiance.6 If we want to participate in serendipitous environments, we need to pay special attention to environments and practices that can attract edge players. These practices often involve creating the right incentives, whether they’re economic incentives or something personally rewarding and meaningful to the recipient, such as status points in a social network. Since it takes us beyond our comfort zone, going to the edge may not always give us a sensation of safety. But the “productive friction”7 generated by unfamiliar  circumstances can be surprisingly beneficial, as can surrounding ourselves with people whose ways of perceiving the world and solving problems differ from our own.8


Note that while serendipity often occurs in social networks, where we unexpectedly encounter friends of friends or even total strangers who prove helpful, we’re not simply talking about old-style networking, where you “work” a party or a conference for anybody and everybody who might prove useful to you. We’re not talking about the mutual back-scratching of the old-boys’ network, either, to fix parking tickets or an embarrassing situation with a relative. Nor are we talking about pulling strings behind the scenes, or making Machiavellian use of information. Anyone approaching pull in a mercenary, “what’s-in-it-for-me” fashion is likely to get burned. In fact, he or she will not really be practicing pull at all, as they will offer no reciprocal benefits to the people and institutions with whom they interact. Pull is a way of creating value, period, not just extracting a bigger piece of some mythical pie for yourself.


The Third Level of Pull: Achieve 

Individuals can use the techniques of access to find what they need, and can use the techniques of attraction to draw new people, ideas, and information to them. Institutions can abet individuals in this by providing them with platforms that allow them to reach out. But pull goes beyond these basics.

We can use these pull techniques to attain new levels of performance and, having achieved these levels, to immediately begin exploring ways to get to the next level. Like Olympic snowboarders practicing moves in 2009 that were undreamed of in 2006 (such as the double-corked 1260—a spin cycle of three and a half rotations and two off-axis flips), or competitive surfers learning the next aerial maneuver, they know that today’s level of achievement will not be sufficient tomorrow. You might think that such goals are only for performers at the highest levels—Olympic athletes, CEOs, best-selling recording artists. But in truth they’re for everyone. In fact, one of our examples, Malcom McLean, who changed the way the world shipped everything  with the introduction of the shipping container in 1946, started off driving a truck for someone else.

It is no accident that these early examples of performance improvement come from various edges, because it is exactly at the edge that the need to get better faster has the most urgency. Incumbents at the core—which is the place where most of the resources, especially people and money, are concentrated, and where old ways of thinking and acting still hold sway—have many fewer incentives to figure out the world, or to discover new ways of doing things, or to find new information. They’re on top, and they’re ready to keep doing what got them there. But simply accessing or attracting static resources no longer cuts it. Accessing and attracting have little value unless they are coupled with a third set of practices that focus on driving performance rapidly to new levels. These practices involve participation in, and sometimes orchestration of, something we call “creation spaces”—environments that effectively integrate teams within a broader learning ecology so that performance improvement accelerates as more participants join.

Creation spaces allow large numbers of participants, often in the millions, to come together to test and refine the practices required to master this third level of pull—achieving their potential more effectively. You can see these creation spaces coming into being in a wide range of activities at the edge. Although from a distance it may look like they are emerging spontaneously, self-organizing in response to the needs of the participants, a closer look reveals that creation spaces are carefully crafted by their organizers, especially in the early stages, to engage the right kinds of participants and foster specific types of interactions, all within environments that unleash the potential for increasing returns.

In fact, these creation spaces may change the way the “experts” look at business strategy. The “experience curve,” first popularized by Boston Consulting Group in the late 1960s, has proved remarkably accurate in describing how performance improves in industries as diverse as semiconductors, toilet paper, and beer. It has been a foundation of business strategy for decades. Yet in all these industries experience curves are also diminishing returns curves—the more experience  an industry accumulates, the longer it will take to accumulate enough experience to deliver a comparable increment of performance improvement. By making the most of the techniques of pull that we outline, creation spaces may deliver a very different form of performance improvement curve—one that rises even more rapidly as more and more people join the effort, demonstrating a powerful increasing-returns effect. We call this a collaboration curve to highlight the central role of new forms of collaboration in delivering higher and higher performance levels. Collaboration has always been central to value creation, but harnessing these three levels of pull will amplify the power of collaboration, producing increasing returns that previously have been beyond the reach of most collaboration efforts.

These creation spaces are emerging outside our existing institutional boundaries. As they gain force on the edge of current institutions, they will provide some sense of the fundamental institutional changes required to harness this third level of pull more effectively. Today’s institutions—including the company where you work, or the one that you run—will require widespread changes to make the transition from push to pull.

Creation spaces differ in at least two ways from the “learning organization” approaches pioneered a couple of decades ago. First, they emerge as ecosystems across institutions rather than within a single institution, so they reach a much more diverse set of participants. Second, they are not primarily focused on learning—their goal is to drive more rapid performance improvement, and learning occurs as a by-product of these efforts.

The moral of the story? To get better faster at whatever it is you do, you’ve got to be supported by a broad array of complementary people and resources from which you can pull what you need to raise your rate of performance improvement. Dusty Payne, Clay Marzo, Kai Barger, and the Larsen brothers would have been just another set of guys who loved to surf if it hadn’t been for the Paynes’ living room and the creation space of sponsors, board shapers, surf movies and videos, and competitive contests in which they grew up. They are the product of their environment, and that environment is a creation space.

When people chase what they love, they will inevitably seek out and immerse themselves in knowledge flows, drinking deeply from new creative wells even as they contribute their own experiences and insights along the way. (Remember, just as you’re seeking out people on your edge, others are looking for you.) A powerful virtuous cycle begins playing out as more and more people enter creation spaces in their quest to learn faster. In the process of engaging and participating in knowledge flows, they begin to generate new knowledge flows that create even richer environments, attracting the next wave of participants.

It is no accident that most of these early examples of creation spaces are initially attracting individuals rather than institutions. Passionate individuals (that’s you) naturally seek out these creation spaces to get better faster, while most institutions are still deeply concerned about protection of knowledge stocks and do not yet see the growing importance of knowledge flows in driving performance improvement. As passionate individuals engage and experience the performance benefits of participation, they will help to drag institutions more broadly into relevant creation spaces, becoming catalysts for the institutional innovations required for effective participation.




PUTTING PULL TO WORK 

The three levels of pull explored in the first half of this book represent a powerful new approach to value creation in our personal and professional lives. In the second half of the book, we will explore how both individuals and institutions can put the levels of pull into practice. Embarking on the journey toward pull is something that will require significant changes in dispositions, in practices, and, ultimately, in how our institutions work and how they’re structured. It will certainly not happen overnight, and it won’t be easy. In fact, it can rapidly become overwhelming, prompting skeptics to question whether such profound transformation can ever be achieved. We can make this journey feasible and even see it yield pragmatic benefits along the way by beginning the transition as individuals, rather than seeking to transform our institutions at the outset, and by engaging on relevant  edges first, before seeking to confront and transform the core. It is a journey that many have already started, and we will explore some of the lessons learned by those pioneers.

We’re going to explore this journey at the level of the individual (Chapter 5) and at the level the institution (Chapter 6) and then explore how it might play out in broader economic and social arenas (Chapter 7).

That said, you can start on your journey now. There’s no reason to wait. You know what your passion is. Find like-minded souls and get moving. As you begin, focus on three broad imperatives corresponding to the elements of trajectory, leverage, and pace described earlier.


Make Your Passion Your Profession 

Dusty Payne told his dad, “I want to surf.” This simple declaration gave Dusty and his family a directional heading for their journey; it gave them the right trajectory for where they wanted to go. It’s hard to decide what course of action to take if you haven’t first identified your passion. Once your direction is clear, however, much can fall into place. Dusty started off with a longing to surf. Now he’s doing it for a living. Many former surfing pros stay in the industry, editing magazines, coaching, shaping boards. Many “retired” executives continue to work—on boards of directors, for example—simply for the joy of working. Their passion is their profession.

Those of us who continue to toil at jobs we don’t love will find ourselves nonetheless toiling harder as our competition continues to intensify. We’ll find it increasingly difficult to cope with the mounting stress or to put in the effort required to raise our performance. We need to marry our passions with our professions in order to reach our potential. As we’ll discuss later, this isn’t just about the select few who surf for a living; it’s something that all of us need to purposely set out to do. Passion in this context refers to a sustained and deep commitment to achieving our full potential and greater capacity for self-expression in a domain that engages us on a personal level. We often develop and explore our passions in areas such as sports or the arts outside of work, but we rarely integrate our passions with our professions.

As we make our passions our professions, we may find our dispositions shifting, too. Rather than viewing change as a threat and something to be feared, we will find ourselves embracing change, recognizing its potential to drive us to even higher levels of performance. Stimulated by our passion, we will eagerly search for ways to more effectively achieve our potential, and this will lead us to master all three levels of pull.


Harness Your Ecosystems 

For many of us, pursuing our passion will draw us toward the geographies in which similarly passionate people live. These spikes are places where talented people cluster around shared interests and passions: Think Silicon Valley and technology. Our passions will draw us to these spikes and motivate us to explore their richness as we seek out people who can help us to get better faster—further building the leverage that constitutes the second key element of our individual journeys. What we gain from living and working in spikes enhances all three levels of pull—access, attraction, and achievement. Dusty and his friends helped to catalyze a growing spike of surfing talent in Maui even as they regularly journeyed over to the spike of big-wave surfing on the north shore of Oahu. They enthusiastically used video and digital technology to extend and amplify the rapidly evolving social networks spawned within their local spikes. They worked hard at extending their personal social networks until they embraced and were embraced by a powerful ecosystem of world-class surfers, fans, sponsors, and board shapers from around the globe.

As our passions become our professions, we begin to see how social networks can provide us with an unparalleled opportunity to achieve our potential by allowing us to access resources and attract people who can help us while we help them. We construct our own personal ecosystems, an interesting blend of local relationships and global relationships, and a mutual leveraging occurs.

The core of our networks—the relatively small number of people with whom we maintain deep and rich relationships—will always remain important. But in using the digital infrastructure, and especially the social media tools now available, we discover that we can extend  the edges of our social networks more effectively than ever and explore these edges in ways that were simply not feasible before.

The edges of our social networks represent the weak ties that connect us to people who can provide us with access to new insights, experiences, and capabilities that provoke us to improve our own game. Our passions will motivate us to extend and explore the edges of our networks more actively than ever as we pull relevant people and capabilities to us. We will not only explore—our passions will lead us to move quickly from conversation to shared creation initiatives that will help us to build much more meaningful relationships on the periphery. Dusty and his gang travel the world and, wherever they go, they are quickly immersed in the scene at the local surf breaks, comparing notes with local experts and their fellow traveling pros about the unique characteristics of each break and what they mean for surfing it.

Over time, we will discover that many of these edge connections become part of our core network, in the process transforming that core in deep yet unexpected ways. Dusty and his friends idolized Bruce and Andy Irons from afar as the two brothers from Oahu burst onto the surf scene in 1999. Later on, the Irons brothers became important friends and mentors to the Maui kids, and they continue to offer their help to this day. In fact, the complex interplay between the strong ties in our core network and the weak ties at the edges of our networks helps us to pull more value out of both types of relationships. In the process, we may have to master new types of communication—ranging from blogs and twittering to visual presentation and mobile presence—and get more comfortable appropriately sharing our personal selves online, even when our online networks include professional colleagues. As we do, we will generate the leverage that allows us to amplify our own impact and that of others—the second crucial “element of the journey.”


Maximize Return on Attention 

As the people and resources that we can access through these spikes and broader virtual social networks proliferate, we will also be motivated to adopt tools and services that can help improve our return on attention—the value we get for the time and effort we invest in focusing on  someone or something. In fact, we’ll have to adopt these tools. The speed, diversity, and force of the knowledge flows involved might otherwise easily overwhelm us as we lose the signal in the noise. Our progress can be materially slowed by the time it takes to sort through the noise to find the signals that can guide us. If we are to achieve the pace we need to keep up with, much less get ahead of, the changes unfolding around us, we need to make return on attention a top priority.

Although search tools will play an important role in improving return on attention by helping us to connect with resources that we are actively looking for, serendipity tools will become even more important. In a rapidly changing world, we become less confident that we even know what to look for. We welcome the help of others who know us deeply and can use that knowledge to introduce us to people and resources that we were not even aware existed, yet could assist us in pursuing our passions even more effectively.

These tools work in both directions. Besides helping us find what we need, they also help give greater visibility and “findability” to the creations we generate, allowing these creations to come to the attention of people who could provide us with useful feedback regarding their value and ways to improve their value even further. Just as we are bombarded with more and more requests for attention, we must find ways to attract attention from the people who matter the most to us. That, too, will help us to pick up the pace on our journey.




PULLING FROM THE TOP 

As individuals begin making their passions their professions, they will in fact exert enormous pressure on institutions of all types to help them more effectively achieve their potential. Any institution that cannot provide a powerful platform for talent development will find its most talented people fleeing their cubicles and corner offices for other “homes” (or perhaps even literally setting up business from home). What can institutional leaders do to respond to this growing pressure, the demands of ever more powerful talent and customers to have a dynamic and passionate experience in their field or endeavor, and use it as a catalyst for institutional innovation? Again, they  will find themselves on a journey mixing the elements of trajectory, leverage, and pace.


Defining a Trajectory for Change 

Most institutional leaders today will maintain with great conviction that developing talent is one of their highest priorities. Yet, as the continuing popularity of the Dilbert comic strip and the television series The Office shows, the stultifying effect of our work environments is very real. There is a wide gap between rhetoric and reality. Institutions designed for push cannot easily accommodate pull.

The difficult transition these organizations must undergo begins with redefining the talent challenge. Rather than focusing on attracting and retaining talent, as they do today, institutional leaders must shift their attention to accessing and developing talent. Though at first this may sound like meaningless rhetoric, it actually is a re-framing of the issue that is critical. It sets the institution on a new heading, a new direction. It provides a new trajectory. This new conception of the firm helps align it with the sweeping new power that pull gives to individuals, in their roles both as employees and customers, and recognizes that unleashing the creative talent that resides, largely untapped, in all individuals will be the primary source of corporate profitability in the digital age. Any corporate “vision” that fails to put talent development of individuals at the heart of its strategy will surely fail.

Of course, this insight drives much of the current interest in open innovation. “Open innovation” means reaching out to take advantage of talent beyond the firm (or responding to such outreach opportunities), but most of these efforts at this time involve only narrowly defined, short-term transactions—for example, posting a problem and offering a reward to individuals proposing an effective solution (or responding by offering that solution). This is a powerful technique, but it misses the opportunity to build longer-term, trust-based relationships that can be used to engage diverse teams in tackling more diffuse and broadly framed challenges. This latter approach, the focus of our third wave of pull, has the potential to  create cumulative waves of performance improvement and talent development for all participants.


Creating Leverage 

Institutional leaders will not be able to prevail in the transformation of their institutions in this new environment without substantial leverage from passionate individuals, both within and outside their institutions. Push can be driven from the top down, but pull will quickly crumble unless it has widespread support from all constituencies involved. The challenge for the institutional leader will be to quickly attract and mobilize passionate individuals wherever they reside within the institution (or even if they’re outside the institution). These individuals are often the most talented and motivated people in the organization, but they are also often the unhappiest—they see the potential for themselves and for the institution but feel blocked in their efforts to achieve this potential. Institutional leaders must encourage the mechanisms and structures needed to help connect these individuals with each other as well as with the institutional leaders, who must serve as both champions and resource procurers for these people. These dynamics will in some cases reverse the way mentoring commonly occurs: Institutional leaders will need to seek out “reverse mentors” among (often younger) individuals who can help them understand and master edge practices.

As these groups of individuals coalesce, they can begin to target and address specific institutional initiatives to harness pull that require fairly limited investment but have the potential for significant near-term impact. Rather than seeking massive change at the outset, these groups will focus on defining pragmatic paths to institutional change in ways that deliver near-term value to strengthen champions of change and neutralize resistance of entrenched interests.


Accelerating Pace 

Passionate people supported by a committed institutional leader can accomplish a great deal. But it is often only a matter of time before the  forces wedded to traditional push approaches mobilize resistance to the efforts to remake the institution in the name of pull. The forces of change need to move as quickly as possible to demonstrate impact and rally more people to their side. Technology can play a key role in all of this by making the pull platforms that support and organize people’s activities and interactions possible. In truth, though, much of the existing technology infrastructure stands as an obstacle to pull initiatives. It’s too focused on forcing employees to comply with a set of policies and automated processes, the better to improve efficiency. But as institutions begin investing around platforms supporting collaboration and talent development across institutional boundaries, leaders can amplify the efforts of the passionate people they are attracting and mobilizing. In practice, this means embracing the technology platforms that many individuals, especially the younger generation of employees, are already using to connect with their colleagues across institutional boundaries. The technology allows connections with talent wherever it resides, helping to amplify the efforts of those within the institution.
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