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BLURB+



BY MIKE ROWE


When Scott Mann asked me to write the foreword for his latest book, I told him I’d love to, but that there simply wasn’t time. I was in the middle of shooting a movie, running a foundation, writing my own book, and recording a televised version of my podcast.


“I completely understand,” Scott said, “but I had to ask. Our nation’s combat veterans respect you a great deal, and a quick shout-out from you would mean the world to them and to me.”


“Well, that’s different,” I said. “A quick shout-out is easy. Like a blurb, right?”


“Yes! A blurb would be great!” said Scott. “Maybe just a few words on the back cover about the power of storytelling?”


“No problem,” I said. “I’ll get you something tomorrow.”


“And maybe your take on the state of leadership in America and your views on where our leaders are falling short?”


“Well, that’s a big topic, but sure, I can certainly say a few words on the importance of leading by example.”


“That would be great,” said Scott. “And maybe a few thoughts on the importance of living outside your comfort zone and the simple fact that anyone who embraces the power of their own story is capable of getting some big shit done—even in these divided times? Maybe something like that?”


Scott was smiling and nodding as he spoke to me, as was his lovely wife, Monty, who had just watched the two of us record another podcast episode in my Santa Monica studio.


“Are you sure you know what a blurb is?” I asked.


Scott smiled warmly and put his hand on my shoulder.


“Don’t think of it as a blurb, Mike. Think of it as a blurb+!”


That’s how Scott Mann persuaded me to read a book I didn’t have time to read and then write a foreword that isn’t a foreword, even though it lives in the front of the book. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. Scott Mann has been using language in creative ways to persuade all sorts of people to do all sorts of things for a very long time. In the early days of the war, on the rooftops of Afghanistan, he persuaded countless Afghan civilians to put their confidence and trust in him, as he and his Green Beret teams taught them how to defend their villages from the Taliban. As he told me in our first interview, “Green Berets are very good at fighting. Modesty aside, there’s no one better. But our real job over there wasn’t kicking ass—it was winning the trust of Afghan people. And that’s much easier said than done.”


Indeed. At the end of the war, during that disastrous and despicable withdrawal during which we abandoned hundreds of loyal Afghans who had fought bravely alongside American forces, Scott persuaded a small group of retired Americans to help him organize one last mission—an ingenious underground railroad that saved hundreds of Afghans from certain death at the hands of the Taliban. That endeavor was called Task Force Pineapple, which he later turned into a bestseller called Operation Pineapple Express—another book that you should read as soon as you’re finished with this one.


(Quick sidebar on Operation Pineapple Express: That was Scott’s first book. He’d never written a book before but refused to hire a ghostwriter. Which meant he had to persuade a major publisher to print his own story, in his own words. Also easier said than done.)


After that, Scott decided to write a play about the challenges of reentering civilian life after years on the battlefield. The play was called Last Out, a gut-wrenching, deeply personal, and utterly compelling look at the many sacrifices that come with serving your country. Scott had never written a play before, but of course, that didn’t stop him. He also had zero experience as an actor, but that didn’t stop him from casting himself in the lead role. The reaction was extraordinary: sold-out houses, rave reviews, and hundreds of veterans flocking to see the show, then staying for hours after the performance to share their personal stories with Scott. Then, somehow, Scott persuaded the Gary Sinise Foundation to subsidize a national tour of Last Out, the success of which has since been turned into a film, which you should also watch with all due speed.


(Quick sidebar on Last Out: I don’t know exactly what Scott said to persuade Gary Sinise to finance a play written by a playwright with zero experience, with a lead actor who had never been onstage before, but I suspect it involved the incredible amount of healing that was going on after every performance. Given Gary’s commitment to veterans, I also suspect that at some point, Scott Mann smiled, put his hand on Gary’s shoulder, and said, “Don’t think of it as a play, Gary. Think of it as a play+!”)


I mention these various forays because the book you’re about to read, Nobody Is Coming to Save You: A Green Beret’s Guide to Getting Big Sh*t Done, might appear, at a glance, to be one more example of how this retired Green Beret can’t seem to stay in his lane. I mean, what are we to make of a career soldier who woke up one day and decided to be an author, and then a playwright, and then an actor, and then a filmmaker, and now a career coach, motivational speaker, and full-time storyteller? Is this guy really capable of persuading the average citizen to connect more deeply with others? Can this former lieutenant colonel use just the right language to motivate a nation of hopelessly divided civilians to seize control of their own narrative and come together to get big shit done?


You bet your ass he can. And if this were an actual foreword, I’d tell you exactly how this book will accomplish that very thing. But since this is only a blurb+, I’ll leave you with this:


I’ve grown weary of the specialist. The over-credentialed. The absolutist. Those certain-sounding dilettantes with no actual life experience, doling out advice as though it’s their duty to give it and our great privilege to take it. If I’m going to consider life advice from anyone, especially in this day and age, I want to hear it from a generalist. Someone who has actually lived life “all the way up,” as Hemingway said. Someone with no discernible lane from which to wander. Someone who has reinvented themselves time and time again. Someone who risked everything—and I mean everything—for a cause larger than themselves before daring to suggest the world might have something to learn from them. Someone who can talk me into writing a foreword that I didn’t have time to write for a book I had no time to read—until I did.


Which is a long way of saying: Turn the page and let Scott Mann unlock the most important story you will ever hear. A story that needs to be told.


No, not his.


Yours.















INTRODUCTION



Who This Book Is For, and Why I’m Writing It


If you’re reading this, you’re likely standing in a bookshop or library or conference room wondering if—or even why—you might want to read a “self-help/leadership” book written by a retired US Army Green Beret. There is a tension in this formulation: Green Berets, so far as they’re understood (and they are not understood well, if you ask me), are not generally thought of as touchy-feely types who would be just as happy discussing meaning, storytelling, emotional capital, modern life, social science, and the intentional application of good faith as they would be telling war stories. But it’s true. I like talking about all of it. More than that, I feel the complete and total need to talk about all of it. For better or worse, it’s become my obsession.


Hence, this book.


To be clear, these pages contain all the above: war stories, as well as discussions of feelings, modernity, and what it means to be human. More to the point, it’s about what it means to be a human in our increasingly disorienting era. Right now, trust feels like it’s at an all-time low, and the stakes feel like they are at an all-time high (or close to it). As I write, our country is bracing for another grueling presidential election; two intractable and complex wars are raging overseas; we are firmly in the era of mis- and disinformation; our lives are increasingly entangled with our digital devices and the worlds contained therein; artificial intelligence is ascendant with unknown consequences; our leaders in corporate, governmental, and even military organizations are busy telling us why they can’t do things; inflation is high; remote work has become the norm; the COVID pandemic has altered our lives and negatively impacted learning for children everywhere; and powerful people in politics and the media are sowing division like their lives depend on it. And this is just a partial list of the many challenges we face as we fight day in and day out to navigate the world.


Ultimately, that’s what this book is: a practical guide for any beleaguered, worn-down person who is desperate to break through the walls—real and imagined—that surround us. This book is for people who are tired of being lied to by our leaders. It’s for the woman who craves someone to trust. It’s for the businessperson who feels disconnected from others and the world around them. It’s for the employee who feels distracted and beholden to his phone or computer, his calendar, his LinkedIn, his Slack channel. It’s for the veteran who is depressed but doesn’t know why. It’s for the parent who feels defeated by forces they weren’t even aware they were fighting in the first place. It’s for the exhausted majority of Americans who are weary of the division and who know in their hearts that we have more in common than not.1 It’s for anyone who wants to do something about all of it.


It’s for people who want to get shit done when the odds seem stacked against them.


(A little secret: That can work in your favor.)


Which brings us back to Green Berets.


The first time I saw a Green Beret was at Harrell’s Soda Shop in Mount Ida, Arkansas, about ninety miles west of Little Rock. Mount Ida is my hometown: a tiny logging town, less than two square miles, home to about a thousand people. I knew damn near all of them.


Harrell’s was an old-time soda fountain with a long counter and round tables. I’d walk there with friends after school or before ball games to scarf down hot dogs and nachos with a milkshake chaser. One day, when I was fourteen, the owner’s son, Mark, walked in. He wore a Green Beret dress uniform pressed stiff as cardboard, brass buttons big and gleaming, black polished boots on his feet. He had a lanyard over his right shoulder, a Special Forces tab on his left, and his beret tipped perfectly over his right temple.


Every head in Harrell’s swung to look at Mark, like he was the sheriff strolling in through saloon doors. He looked cool as hell, but that wasn’t what hooked me. It was that he belonged to something called “Special Forces.” They were also called “Green Berets.” He was elite. And as a scrawny runt who struggled to fit in, I was as far from elite as you could get.


Right away, I wanted to know what a Green Beret was. Knees wobbling, ignoring the snickers of kids sitting behind me, I walked up to Mark, said hello, and asked him to tell me what all of this was all about. He smiled and ushered me to a nearby booth.


“Scott, Army Rangers, Navy SEALS, and other elite units are some of the best in the world at rolling in on a target and taking them down within minutes. They usually do the mission alone. What the Green Berets do is different. We work by, with, and through local people to help them stand up on their own. Ever since World War II, there have been these complex situations where you have to drop in a small team of specially trained advisors. That’s us. We parachute in—”


“Cool!” I said, unable to contain myself.


He laughed. “Yeah. We parachute in and walk into the chaos. We connect at exactly the right spot, with precisely the right person. It might be a village elder or a tribal chief. Then, we get surrounded on purpose.”


He could tell I didn’t fully get it, so he kept explaining. “What I mean is, Green Berets learn the language, the culture, and the environment. Rather than roll in and roll out, we stay, and we stay, and we stay until the time is just right. Then we help the little guy stand up against the big guy. From the bottom up.”


I was floored. I knew what I wanted to do with my life. In my mind, I already was a Green Beret. But my puny body had other ideas. The training pathway was intense. I failed multiple courses, many times. With each failure, I fought through the imposter syndrome and self-sabotage I’d developed from years of being bullied.


Fourteen years later, my dream had come true. For the rest of my Army career, I deployed with my fellow Green Berets to high-stakes, low-trust countries where I lived and fought alongside indigenous people, teaching them to stand up on their own. Often, we were far from reinforcements or resupply. If we got into trouble, there was nobody else coming to save us. It was just us. But “just us” resulted in damn good odds every time.


Green Berets excel at many things, but mostly we excel at getting shit done. This book is for people who want to get shit done. I wrote it for you, no matter where or who you are. Shit needs to get done. Good shit. Little shit. Big shit.


And it might as well be you who does it.


Come on, I’ll show you how.
















The wonderful boon of imagination we were given 35,000 years ago, as well as creating what is great in our culture, has also created an environment that seems out of control. We have the means to magnify our greed and have made a world that whirls around us so fast in such disturbing ways, that we can no longer trust our culture to reliably provide the psychological nourishment for us to develop fully as human beings.


—Joe Griffin and Ivan Tyrrell, eds., An Idea in Practice: Using the Human Givens Approach

















CHAPTER 1



The Churn




We are dividing into hostile tribes cheering against each other, fueled by emotion and a mutual disdain that jeopardizes our future, instead of rediscovering our common ground and finding solutions.


—former secretary of defense James Mattis




I’m from the Government. How Ya Like Me So Far?


Let me tell you another story.


My chopper set down in the landing zone just outside the village. I hopped out, ducking under the rotor wash, my ruck slung over my shoulder, and walked over to meet the waiting team of Green Berets. We were in Kandahar Province, south-central Afghanistan. It was the spring of 2010. I’d deployed to Afghanistan for multiple tours, but the raw beauty of the place always staggered me. It was like landing in New Mexico or Arizona—open space for miles, rugged peaks in the near distance, the harshness, the emptiness. The poppies weren’t yet blooming, but they would soon. The fields surrounded a village that was nestled in a fertile stretch of farmland we called the “green zone”—not to be confused with the Green Zone in Baghdad, Iraq, a fortress of compounds dedicated to security.


This place was anything but secure.


We approached the village on foot. From a distance, it looked almost quaint. A cluster of earthen buildings and crisscrossing dirt paths, home to fewer than a thousand residents. Goats and sheep grazed the rough edges of the town, and an encampment of nomadic Kuchi herders mulled among their herds. The Kuchi people complemented the landscape in their traditional, bright-colored clothing, sometimes embroidered with tiny mirrors that flashed the bright sunlight here and there.


The chopper lifted off. The Kuchi herders hustled into their tents. We kept walking.


We weren’t there for the fresh air or the pristine landscape. The village was strategically important for the war against America’s enemies. This was a Taliban safe haven, a rugged land dotted by hidden insurgent redoubts. In the surrounding countryside, Talib fighters would rest, regroup, train, and prepare for strikes against Kandahar, just a few dozen kilometers to the south, and even Kabul, around 250 kilometers away.


Our most urgent mission was not to use the village as a staging ground for raids against the Taliban, but to connect with the village and bring them around to our side. The people here were isolated and tribal; they were naturally sympathetic to the Taliban and their hard-line Islamist worldview, even if the Taliban didn’t have their interests at heart. To save American lives, reduce the Taliban’s reach into Afghanistan’s cities, and secure this little village and their way of life, that needed to change.


As we entered the village—I’ll call it Sarawa, a name I’m making up to protect real people in a real village that still exists today—it became less picturesque. The scars of endless war came into focus. Nearly every house had a fortified wall peppered with bullet holes. Mortars and rockets had destroyed many of the buildings, and only a handful of merchants still sold rugs, vegetables, or cheap electronics in the bombed-out bazaar at the town’s center. As we walked to our walled compound, the streets were almost empty. When we greeted the few villagers we saw, they met our gaze with empty stares, their eyes revealing nothing other than their wordless desire for us to leave them alone.


The trajectory of the war was in flux in 2010. For nearly a decade, the posture of US and NATO forces toward Afghans had been one of assumed hostility. We thought that the only way to root out the Taliban was to treat every Afghan as a potential threat or a Taliban sympathizer. The tool our fighters carried was a hammer, and every Afghan was a nail.


During these years, a pattern had emerged. US forces would hole up in firebases and keep Afghans at arm’s length during the day, then kick down doors at night, dragging sons, fathers, and grandfathers out of their beds to be interrogated, perhaps imprisoned. Meanwhile, the Taliban were going through neighborhoods, nailing threatening notes—messages we called “night letters”—to the doors of people they believed to be American collaborators. Sometimes they would beat and maim these suspected sympathizers in front of their neighbors, intimidating whole communities into submission.


The Afghan villagers, the people who would be truly decisive in this conflict, were being manipulated by all sides and left thrashing about in this churn of tension and conflict.


As the war dragged on, the Special Forces community became aware of this loss of social capital and decided to get back to its roots: We would immerse ourselves more deeply in at-risk Afghan communities. We had been living in walled compounds for years, always keeping the local populace at bay. Now we faced a need to connect more effectively with people who were disconnected from each other, and from us. It wouldn’t be easy to suddenly ask for a sit-down with village leaders and say, “We’re from the government, how do you like us so far? Mind if we live here?”


This is what we were doing in Sarawa.


From the moment we arrived, we made three promises. One, if they didn’t want us there, now or at any time in the future, then just say so and we’d leave. Two, if they allowed us to stay, things in the village would get harder before they got easier. The Taliban were going to continue to come for them and their families and for us Americans. But three: When they do come, us Green Berets are going to climb up our ladders, take positions on the rooftops, and we’re going to fight. We’re going to do this whether you villagers join us or not.


We were allowed to stay and set up our camp in a couple of rented buildings on the edge of town. This didn’t mean we were embraced, however. The village was a classic low-trust, high-stakes environment. How could it not be? Like so many other Afghan towns, Sarawa had been through forty years of nonstop war. No children played in the streets. Everyone in the little community had post-traumatic stress. During the day, villagers shuffled around in a trancelike state. It’s called inescapable shock, a fear-based, hypnotic condition where a person is stuck between fight and flight.


The people of Sarawa were caught in a constant churn of distraction. Occupiers came and went. NATO forces rotated home every year. Uncertainty hung in the air like a fog.


They were in a constant churn of disengagement. They lacked any sense of purpose in themselves and in their community. Years of conflict had robbed them of their why.


Villagers were in a constant churn of disconnection. They didn’t trust each other. They didn’t trust their government. And they sure as hell didn’t trust us. But it was their trust that us Green Berets needed more than anything.


We had a remarkable team in that village. Their main mission was establishing human connection. There was Captain Mike and his warrant officer, David, who met regularly with elders from two rival tribes, trying to persuade them to set their differences aside.


There was Craig, the senior engineer sergeant, who helped install and repair a communal well. Like in all desert climates, water was life, and if we lost access to that water, it would mean losing support in the village. There was Billy, the senior medical sergeant, who examined two young boys complaining of stomach pain. Their grandfather was the most influential tribal elder in the entire province.


There was Tracy, the senior communications sergeant, who stayed in the command hooch, working the radio in his giant headphones like a LaGuardia air traffic controller. He would process all the intelligence reports that flowed in, building a picture for that night’s impending Taliban attack.


There was Justin, the senior weapons sergeant, who went out and inspected the town’s limited arsenal. He oiled beat-up AK-47s and reassembled colonial-era British Enfield rifles, bolt-action long guns the farmers and shepherds carried into the fields.


The duties of these men were workaday, but there was nothing casual about what they did. Every time they made a move, they were vulnerable. Every scrap of food they ate had to be airdropped by plane, and all of them probably lost twenty-five pounds or more over the course of six months. A daytime trip to the bazaar for fresh vegetables or local meat often attracted incoming fire. Any excursion beyond the gate, no matter how close, always brought the rattle of enemy AKs. The men habitually circled up and joined hands before undertaking any task outside the wire, to say their peace, because they knew any day could be their last.


The nights were worse. As soon as darkness fell, the Taliban attacked with heavy weapons, just like they had the night before, and every night before that.


While these men—our men—lived in Sarawa, and other tough villages, I came and went. As an architect of this Village Stability Operation, part of my job was to find out what they needed and get it to them. Sometimes that meant pounding on metal trailers on large bases to find a hydrologist or a farming expert to help our team gain rapport with aloof villagers. Other times it meant securing funding by accompanying skeptical generals in crisp uniforms fresh from Washington, explaining how this work helped the war effort. Sometimes I’d chaperone nervous congressional delegations in chest armor and blast helmets, men and women who hurried in and only stayed long enough to be able to tell their constituents they had seen up close what it was we were fighting for.


In essence, my job was storyteller. I served as a strategic connector between this team of Green Berets and the larger world outside Afghanistan. I explained, through showing and telling, the incredible work this team—and dozens of other teams like them—was doing, and why it was so crucial to America’s policy goals. I led guided discussions with tribal elders, development experts, and diplomats, all of whom lacked trust in one another, to say nothing of Afghans in general.


I bridged these divides by telling them about what went on every night in Sarawa.


Whatever our daytime duties—running back and forth to Kandahar for more supplies, digging an irrigation ditch, pulling an infected tooth, helping with a harvest of summer wheat—we fought at night. We might have been exhausted, we might have been met with blank stares throughout the day, but every night we fought. The villagers we helped throughout the day wouldn’t show, but that didn’t matter. We fought.


Whenever an attack came, we rolled out of our cots, pulled on whatever kit was nearby, and scurried up to the roof with our rifles, often barefoot or shirtless. Every time we fought, we hoped the farmers would race up to their rooftops as well and begin firing their AKs at the same targets we were firing on. But even if they didn’t, we kept hoping. Maybe, one night, they would take up arms and join us. We didn’t know if they would. But we had hope. The team would remain there even if they were the only ones on the rooftop.


Attacks came and went. Automatic weapons cracked in the darkness. Sometimes rockets streaked toward our compound from the shadows. Hour after hour, we returned fire, staring down our muzzles looking for movement. The Taliban wanted Sarawa, and these teammates weren’t going to let them take it. Sometimes, shots came from within the village. We never shot back if the fire was ineffective. We couldn’t risk hurting an innocent villager. Our tracer bullets drew green phosphorescent slashes across the night air. Above us, the Milky Way was so bright that every star in the galaxy seemed to spill down onto our heads. It was beautiful. It was hell.


We fought from the rooftops all night long. When the sun rose, the Taliban melted back into the countryside, almost like they were made of rock or dust. The team hobbled down the ladders, exhausted, carrying our wounded and sometimes our dead. When the sun set, the whole terrible tableau repeated itself. The gunfire crackled back to life; the Afghans stayed down below in the safety of their homes. We went up the ladders. We knew this was where we had to be. Up high. Above the churn. We had to show reluctant Afghan farmers how to rise above their fear.


Then one night, under attack on the rooftop, we heard it.


Off to one side, a rifle shot. A muzzle flash. Shooting in the same direction as our team.


Not from our rooftop. From the rooftop of one of the villagers.


A nearby farmer had made a decision. Probably terrified, definitely unsure of what it would mean to the rest of the villagers, he had nonetheless slung his rifle over his shoulder, climbed onto his roof, and joined the Green Berets in defending Sarawa. Who knows when we got through to him, when we connected? Who knows what precipitated this connection? Was it when we helped till a field? When we gave a few stitches to a boy who’d cut himself climbing fences? Was it when we resolved a family land dispute?


We would never know, and this night we didn’t care.


We continued firing, now with new resolve. Tomorrow night, there would be one more Afghan, and another the night after that, and so on until every farmer and shop owner in the village was on their roof, fighting alongside us.


Standing up for themselves. The way they were meant to. The way Green Berets were meant to assist them.


By leading from the rooftop.


Know Thine Enemy


That story is the inspiration for and distillation of Rooftop Leadership, a concept for strategic influence I developed in chaos that is defined by human connection.1 For the past thirty years, establishing and nurturing human connections has been my purpose. Lately, it’s been my obsession. My work has taught me how and why people can connect, and more than that, why they need to connect. Nobody was coming to save us. We couldn’t fight the Taliban without the help of the people of Sarawa. To achieve that, we needed to figure out how to inspire reluctant, disconnected people to join us on the rooftop.


This need is in no way unique to Green Berets or our mission any more than chaos is unique to Afghanistan. You find it in real estate, in sales, in human resources, in community organizing, in politics, in PTA meetings, in summer camps, on corporate outings. In our modern world, the ability to connect with others seems to be the rarest of skills and mobilizing them to action the scarcest of outcomes.


Which brings me to an essential component of my Rooftop Leadership mission: defining the enemy. In Afghanistan, the Taliban was the enemy. Even though that war was confusing, and it was sometimes difficult to tell who was Taliban and who wasn’t, there was never any doubt about whom we were fighting.


But here at home, it’s trickier.


Veterans often have a difficult time when they return home from war, and I was no different. I was floored by what I found after my time in the Army ended in 2013. Why were people so angry? Why were neighbors yelling at each other over small disputes? Why were Americans treating other Americans like they were mortal enemies? What was going on?


What I soon realized was that, like Afghanistan, our own country, communities, and businesses were also at a low-trust, high-stakes inflection point. As I looked around, I began to recognize the real enemy. Just like in Sarawa and many other Afghan villages, people everywhere were (and still very much are) grappling with this enemy.


What is it? An insidious, resourceful, and unstoppable beast I call the Churn.


Feel the Churn


“What the hell?” Mark typed Randy Atkins into the search bar of his Facebook page one more time and hit enter.


Nothing.


It was as if Randy had disappeared.


Mark stared at his screen, blinking in confusion. He’d been blocked! By a man he’d known for nearly thirty years! Mark flipped over to Instagram and searched there too. Nothing. Randy was gone.


“I don’t believe this,” he pronounced to an empty room, trying to reconstruct what had happened.


The thing that started it was a repurposed meme of “shitty masks throughout history” Mark had posted. It included a picture of a lady wearing a rubber horse head, a guy wearing a fishbowl giving a thumbs-up, and of course someone wearing a COVID surgical mask. You get the idea. Mark was trying to be lighthearted about a serious issue, and most of the responses reflected that—but not Randy’s.


“You don’t believe in wearing a mask?” Randy had messaged.


At first, Mark thought Randy was kidding. Only a few weeks earlier, Randy had posted a similar meme on his own Facebook page, and now Mark was following suit, putting a silly spin on his frustrations with living in the time of COVID.


Mark waited a few hours before sending Randy a private message of a photo of a beaming guy with his head in a cardboard box, the face cut out. The caption read, “This is my mask.”


And that’s when Randy disappeared. Mark had been unfriended. He’d been blocked. He’d been canceled.


This had to be some kind of joke. These two men had worked together in the music business for three decades; they knew each other’s families; they spent holidays together; they hung out for no reason.


Mark called Randy. No answer.


He called again and again, leaving multiple voicemail messages. No response.


Mark texted, apologizing that he’d offended his friend.


Crickets.


Mark, who is also a friend of mine, recounted this over lunch one day not too long after the incident. “I just don’t know how this happened, Scott. I mean, I’ve always had a dry sense of humor. I can be a smart-ass even, you know that. Randy knows that too. But to block me? I don’t know what to do. I’ve tried to apologize, but he won’t respond. I guess I’ll have to move on. That’s just how it is these days.”


That’s just how it is.


Ask yourself: How many scary, stressful, or uncomfortable situations do we face nowadays? Pandemics. Recessions. Elections. Layoffs. Mergers. Bonuses. Everything is elevated, all the time. The stakes always feel high, and this makes people intolerant, irritable, uncreative, critical. Our more nuanced perceptions are numbed. Our fine motor skills are stunted. We lose a sense of perspective. We shut down. Look around. We know something is wrong, but we don’t know what it is exactly and we sure as shit don’t know what to do about it.


Welcome to the modern world.


Welcome to the Churn.


What Is the Churn?


The Churn is volatile. If you charted it, it would look like an EKG.


The Churn is divisive. It creates in-groups and out-groups that don’t talk to each other but rather past each other.


The Churn is fear-inducing. When we are afraid, we focus more on surviving than thriving.


The Churn breeds uncertainty. As soon as we feel as though we have a handle on a problem, something new and unexpected appears, leaving us feeling unprepared and constantly off-balance.


The Churn is complex. It presents us with wicked problems whose solutions are nonlinear and require framing by diverse groups that are often at odds.


The Churn is crowded. When you’re in it, it’s harder to both listen and be heard.


The Churn is ambiguous. When you’re in the Churn, it’s nearly impossible to see the full picture.


The Churn erodes confidence. Not just in each other, but in institutions, businesses, nonprofits, families. It even erodes confidence in ourselves.


The Churn loathes nuance. It’s not interested in detailed arguments. It wants bluntness and self-righteousness.


The Churn doesn’t care for facts. It prefers opinions fueled by fear and anger.


The Churn loves interruptions. It lives off pulling you one way and then the next, often multiple times per minute.


The Churn thrives online. All of the Churn’s challenges are exacerbated when encountered in the digital worlds in which we spend more and more time.


The Churn is relentless. It never stops, even when you get out of it. And it’s not going to stop, either. It is impossible to kill.


These are not reasons to despair. The Churn wants you to despair.


Do not let it.


The Four Ds


The Churn’s main components are what I call “the Four Ds.” These are:


Distraction


I recently attended a conference in Washington, DC, where I’d been hired to consult with senior executives. As it kicked off, a company president took the stage and began flicking through a PowerPoint presentation. By slide three, every subordinate leader within my direct line of sight was on their phone.


According to psychologist Dr. Gloria Mark,2 the average attention span for an adult human has dropped from two and a half minutes in 2004 to just forty-seven seconds in 2023. It’s continuing to decline. Neuroscientist Sahar Yousef says, “Smartphones are the biggest drains on the human brain in the twenty-first century.”3 We look up from our phones, we look down, we tap a button to like, we scroll, we repeat. All of these actions shoot a tiny surge of dopamine through our system. For a brief moment, we feel connected, but then the feeling is gone and the emptiness returns. So we repeat: We move on to the next TikTok video, the next online comment, the next Instagram story. Multitasking is a myth for our ancient brains. Every time we switch focus, there is a loss in brain energy. All of this contributes to our…


Disengagement


The Great Resignation. The Talent Tsunami. Quiet quitting. Gallup reports that 68 percent of employees are disengaged at work.4 Right now, people lack purpose. Whether you work in health care or for the US Navy, when you start to lose purpose bad things happen. Humans need purpose, we are meaning-seeking creatures. Without meaning, isolation creeps in, which leads directly to…


Disconnection


Our mechanistic, consumer-based mass technologies have driven a wedge between people everywhere. They have interrupted and short-circuited our ability to connect with one another, the natural world, and ourselves.


Disconnection erodes the foundations of family and community. It compromises the social capital that binds us together. This causes society to fracture in a range of ways. Disconnection causes veterans to feel like strangers in their own country. It causes a spike in mental health issues. It prevents parents from being able to talk to their children. It keeps leaders from articulating shared goals and visions. It quite literally breeds madness. All of this leads to…
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