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            Introduction

         

         About a decade ago I received an offer I couldn’t refuse.

         I was running my own public relations firm, and even though I was fortunate enough to make a good living, I could already sense the economy taking a turn for the worse. I had been bracing for months by cutting costs, hustling for clients, and networking. Then, a former colleague called me up and asked if I’d like to rejoin the PR agency I’d worked for years before, Burson-Marsteller, one of the world’s largest. They were looking for a managing director, he said, somebody who knew the company and its culture well, but who could also serve as a change agent and inject a healthy dose of creative thinking. And they thought I’d be a great fit.

         I discussed the offer with my wife over dinner. “I know how much you love being your own boss,” she said gently, “but is it really worth all the hassle?” Wisely, she argued that with three small children to care for, a high-level position with a large agency would be a blessing. I’d no longer be worrying about making payroll, paying the rent on my office, or any of the other challenges that small business owners face. Together, we imagined all the new job’s perks, from traveling the world to working with executives of Fortune 500 companies. Plus, it felt good to know that, having started at the bottom of the company’s ladder, I was now being asked to come back and occupy a spot near the top. Feeling hopeful, I accepted the offer.

         However, as soon as I walked back into the firm’s Park Avenue South office, I knew I had made a mistake.

         The wall-to-wall carpeting smelled just as musty as I’d remembered. The halls were dark and eerily quiet, and they led to a maze of cubicles where stressed-out employees glared at their computer screens and clicked away at their keyboards. My inbox was already jammed with emails from human resources summoning me to mandatory orientations and automated reminders about filling out my time-tracking spreadsheet. I told myself that occasional busywork was simply the price I had to pay for working in corporate America; I’d soon be wheeling and dealing with high-powered clients. I set out to do the best job I could. But that proved difficult. Like any large organization, Burson-Marsteller was not above petty office politics; I learned that if I wanted to be assigned to the firm’s high-profile accounts, I had to campaign for them. This meant everything from sucking up to the bosses to figuring out which of my colleagues I could trust and which ones were after my job.

         I became depressed. I’m a competitive guy, and I loved the work itself, but life in the office felt less about applying my creativity to get and serve clients and more about billing as many hours as humanly possible to prevail in some c-suite version of the Hunger Games. Each week my department posted a running tally of our billable hours that read like a baseball scorecard. If your “bill-ability”—and thus your value to the company—began to shrink, everyone knew it. We were so obsessed with accumulating hours that we barely spoke to each other.

         I was caught between the push of the controlling company culture and the pull of my more free-spirited temperament. I let my frustrations seep in and take over. To fight the blues, I took some Zoloft my doctor prescribed, which made me feel dry-mouthed and numb. To give myself a jolt of adrenaline, I woke up before dawn every morning, left the house while my family was still sleeping, and started my day with an intense CrossFit workout. But in the end, no amount of air squats and burpees could fix my sense of despair at work. I was hardly alone in feeling such deep frustration: In a 2018 poll of about thirty thousand American workers, Gallup found that despite an increase in the number of people who report themselves satisfied at work, most of the respondents were still not emotionally connected to their work and classified themselves as “not engaged.” They generally showed up and did the minimum required of them, but they’d leave the job if they found a slightly better option. Of those, 13 percent described themselves as “actively disengaged” with “miserable work experiences.” Meanwhile, 67 percent said they were sometimes, very often, or always burned out at work.

         This certainly would have described a lot of people at Burson-Marsteller, but not everyone. There was one guy who seemed immune to the petty infighting and the ambient malaise that seemed to infect everyone else. His name was Michael Claes, but we called him “007” because he was the consummate mystery man. After the office adopted business casual attire, Michael stubbornly stuck to his pressed white shirts, suits, and solid red and blue ties. No one knew exactly what he was working on, but he counted big blue-chip companies, including Clorox, among his clients. Once, somehow, he brought in the government of Indonesia for an assignment that went on for years. He came and went as he pleased. His office looked like the aftermath of a tornado. He had no clear supervisor because most of the company was afraid of him. “I wasn’t interested in people’s time sheets,” he reflected to me recently. “I didn’t worry about concepts like bill-ability or how many hours people worked. Hence, I was considered to be a lousy manager, which didn’t bother me at all.”

         We used to joke that if Michael stopped showing up for work, it would take someone six months to muster the courage to ask where he went. Once, when his office phone stopped working, Michael called IT to get a new one sent up. Like at any big corporation, an IT ticket had to be created, approved, and then wind its way through the queue, which could take days. But Michael had no patience for bureaucracy, so he smashed the phone and sent the head of the New York office shards of plastic and wire in interoffice envelopes with a note: Replace my phone.

         Michael got away with all kinds of off-the-wall behavior because, at the end of the day, he was valuable to the agency and brought in millions of dollars per year. He was like a hunter who ventured into the jungle, shot a meaty animal, and dragged it back to feed the village. He was moved by the thrill of the chase, and he relied on gut instinct rather than on some elaborate playbook. The farmers—like many of my colleagues at Burson-Marsteller—were “civilized” folks. They respected precise divisions of labor, valued collaborative work, and kept exacting schedules. They made it possible for Michael to disappear for weeks at a time to haul in a whale of a client. Just like early human civilizations did, the modern workplace needs both hunters and farmers to thrive. The more I’ve experienced workplaces like Burson-Marsteller, the more I’ve discovered renegades like Michael Claes who seem to be operating by their own set of rules. In HR corporate speak, they are considered “nontraditional hires.” They constantly butt heads with their more civilized colleagues, but are allowed to remain somewhat autonomous because of the immense value they bring to the organization.

         When I eventually quit my job and restarted my own communications boutique, I intentionally sought to work with people like Michael. One day I was speaking with my business partner, Liel, trying to understand what it was about these square pegs in round holes that was so refreshingly different. I thought about the most successful people I had worked with, from members of the Forbes billionaires list to government ministers to surgeons to startup founders. As I told the story of Michael Claes interofficing the mangled remains of his phone to the head of Burson-Marsteller’s New York office, we brainstormed about what separated accomplished people like him from the rest of the pack.

         Without thinking, I blurted out: “They’re totally fucking crazy.”

         Liel pressed me for a real answer. “Why? Because they are original? Pure? Primal? Uncorrupted by civilization?” We kept naming adjectives until one made me pause: “…Are they kind of primitive?”

         I looked at Liel and smiled. “That’s it. They’re primitive.”

         We throw around plenty of terms to define personality types. Left-brained people are analytical and methodical, while right-brained people are creative and artistic—or so the theory goes. The Myers–Briggs Type Indicator assigns individuals an alphabet soup of letters that align with one of sixteen personality types. There are famed psychiatrist Carl Jung’s introverts and extroverts. Type As and Type Bs. Entrepreneurs and employees. Gryffindors and Slytherins. People who see the white-and-gold dress and people who see the blue-and-black dress. I won’t pretend to have the expertise to establish yet another scientific framework for categorizing the human mind. Rather, I want to recapture a word and identify a mindset—being primitive—to describe some of the people around us who are quietly and not-so-quietly living life on their own terms. They are talented, creative people whose instincts and unconventional ideas can contribute to innovation if only they are not stymied.

         While most of us have been trained in schools and offices to act civilized, we have done little to cultivate our primitive side. And we all have a primitive side: It’s the drive that leads us to obsess over our mission. It’s the thrust that propels us to fight until we win. It’s the tick that lets us ignore conventions and think up new solutions to old problems. It’s the urge to jaywalk instead of waiting for the light. Most important, it’s taking a social or financial risk when convention says not to.

         As Dr. Richard A. Friedman, a professor of psychiatry at Cornell University, explained, “Culture is essentially giving the message that people should be safe and that risk is always a bad thing. So people are supposed to minimize their exposure. We’re supposed to be safer, even when taking some risk might be beneficial.” The good news, he said, is that “people can be taught to be take more intelligent risk often by just giving them more information about it.”

         And that information can be found in our primitive brains.

         I realize that primitive is a loaded term. It’s not politically correct. It even sounds a little bit offensive. I don’t mean that we should be rude or coarse or unthinking, and I’m not suggesting that we should just let frat boys be frat boys. I’m also not here to tout trends like paleo diets, “primitive technology,” “digital nomads,” or calling coworkers “beasts” when they nail assignments. While these trends all point to many people’s genuine desire to live more simply and more instinctively, this idea is actually much deeper than that.

         In fact, primitive is the perfect word to describe a certain sort of energy that, as old institutions are uprooted and new economic players rise, is becoming more and more essential. And not only in our era: for approximately 90 percent of our history as a species, we thrived in large part because we roamed the world in tight-knit groups searching for sustenance and opportunity rather than sitting still and waiting for good fortune to come to us.

         By the 1920s, the majority of Americans had left their farming communities and relocated to urban environments. But modern city living brought with it not only a new set of conveniences, like indoor plumbing, electricity, and heating, but also a new way of life. In the country, people resided in small communities, where everyone lived together and worked together. In the city, life was far more fragmented: you had your modest apartment, your factory job, your small circle of friends, and you were often sealed off from the millions of people from all backgrounds living below and above and beside you. Instead of roaming to new places to hunt and gather for survival, our society evolved into compliant adults with very different values than their primitive ancestors.

         This is not some evolutionary abstraction. It’s a process we’ve each experienced ourselves. We were enrolled in elementary schools that taught us that the most important things were to be polite, to play well with others, to obey our teachers, and to follow the rules. Then we went to college, and there we were told that if we did well—if we studied hard, earned enough As, and chased down the right internships—we’d have good jobs waiting when we graduated. As we entered the workforce, we were reminded that if we wanted to get anywhere in our careers, the only way to do it was by understanding the intricate set of guidelines that governed our professional lives, things like not challenging our boss and knowing our place in the corporate pyramid. Or as “The Logical Song” by the English rock band Supertramp goes, They send me away to teach me how to be sensible, logical, oh responsible, practical.

         Don’t get me wrong: Being civilized has done a lot of us a lot of good. But it’s time to consider the alternative.

         Why? Because our economy and our society are both changing, rapidly and radically. Some of the changes are technological: according to a 2019 study conducted by the Brookings Institution, 25 percent of American jobs are at “high risk” of being lost due to automation, and another 36 percent are at “medium risk.” As a coauthor of the study explained, “If your job is boring and repetitive, you’re probably at great risk of automation.” Other changes are economic: when my father joined the workforce in the early 1960s, 88 percent of Americans working in the private sector could count on having a pension; today, that percentage is closer to 30, which means that more of us are being left to fend for ourselves in retirement. And some changes are institutional: instead of the large corporations that moved slowly and took few risks, the advent of the internet and the availability of venture capital funding enabled the rise of companies committed to moving fast and breaking things, as Facebook’s old motto used to go. As new industries, from ridesharing to coworking spaces, emerge almost overnight, and the job market offers less long-term security than ever before, there is an opportunity to do something about that feeling of frustration so many of us experience each morning as we head out to work. It’s time to be more primitive. Luckily, we have a primitive brain that’s already making far more decisions than we realize.

         For decades, neuroscience was comfortable telling us that we had two brains: a primitive one and a more evolved one. The primitive one contains a group of structures collectively called the basal ganglia. It’s that big thing right in the center of the brain that looks like a swirly cinnamon bun, and it’s in charge of, among other things, our voluntary motor actions. Then there’s the cerebral cortex, the outer layer of neural tissue in your cerebrum that is in charge of complex cognitive functions like long-term memory, language, and abstract thought—all the smart and complex stuff. It’s why we often call thoughtful or intelligent people “cerebral.”

         With this breakdown in mind, scientists assumed that there was a simple relationship between the basal ganglia and the cerebral cortex. The former was the part of the brain where our cave-dwelling ancestors made “gut decisions” that helped them survive. Aggression, dominance, territoriality—all these come to us courtesy of the basal ganglia and other primitive regions of the brain. But as humans evolved, our survival no longer relied on grunting and growling and grabbing, but rather on inventing and theorizing and thinking in the abstract. That’s why we developed a big cerebral cortex, a civilized brain for a more civilized existence. Meanwhile, the primitive part of our brain was considered less critical to our modern way of life. Or so we thought, anyway. About a decade ago, scientists at MIT began conducting experiments that revealed the striatum—the part of the basal ganglia that receives input—adapted far more quickly to stimuli than the cerebral cortex. It was the primitive brain, they observed, that was first to identify change and learn to adapt.

         You don’t have to be a neuroscientist—and I’m certainly not one—to know that for all our material comforts, emotionally and psychologically we aren’t that far removed from our cave-dwelling forebearers. We may have iPhones and Netflix and Instagram, but the moment danger arises we do what our species has always done and let our fight-or-flight instinct kick in. This means our brains are still geared to immediately identify threats and opportunities, without too much thought or complication, before handing all that data over for more sophisticated analysis. For all our adaptations, it means that we still have a primitive brain, one that is often faster and more accurate than its civilized counterpart. The key, as we’ll see in this book, is to learn how to listen to it.

         Take a look around your workplace. How many of your peers seem drained, or simply not connected with their work? My friend Linda went into journalism years ago because she loved the adventure and her ability to constantly explore new subjects. But as she climbed the ladder of managerial success, she feels less creative and fulfilled, and more boxed in by her bosses. Another friend, Kevin, has a great career as a transactional lawyer. But he can’t stop dreaming about quitting his job to open a health food store. It’s a fantasy he’s had since he left college, but one that seems to loom larger in his imagination as his professional status rises. Then there’s Matt, who has done very well in corporate real estate, but hates it to the point that he wonders if his work life would not have been happier and more successful if he had followed his early dream of becoming an athletic trainer. You probably know people like Linda, Kevin, and Matt. Maybe their struggles even remind you of your own.

         Business, among other professions, trains us to depend on our civilized brains rather than our instincts and our emotions. Our professors and mentors and colleagues teach us to keep the personal and the professional separate, to depend on metrics and data and other tangible, objective yardsticks. The way we’re socialized in business is often antisocial; we’re taught to be “professional,” to not take business problems “to heart.” This can be sage advice that is necessary to the effective functioning of a big organization.

         But in the information economy, where innovative ideas can often go from inception to implementation—and even world-changing fortune—in a matter of months, I would argue that we need to think differently about the ways we, and our organizations, work. In many realms, business as usual is increasingly an imprudent plan. Yes, “disruption” is already becoming a tired buzzword, but many of us are still searching for ways to engage more genuinely with our work, and to find more satisfaction in it. Part of the solution, I think, is to let that faster brain, the primitive one, loose. To do that, we need a guide that helps us understand just how it works, and how we can tap into the instincts each of us already possesses.

         Which is the purpose of this book.

         Organizations require a balance between the civilized and the primitive to thrive—you can’t have one without the other. And to thrive within an organization, we can’t seek some bogus one-size-fits-all prescription for instant happiness. We need a blueprint for a new model that can help us understand our ingrained strengths—including some we didn’t even know we had—and chart our professional course accordingly.

         To simplify decades of experience and reams of research into clear, easy-to-follow principles, I’ve come up with two streamlined sets of acronyms that neatly capture the primitive and the civilized mindsets.

         Civilized people are HOMING, which stands for Hierarchical, Occupational, Measured, Insulated, Nonconfrontational, and Grounded. These are all fine qualities that may also, unfortunately, stand in the way of much needed change and growth. I like to think of primitives, on the other hand, as ROAMING. Each letter describes a different trait that each of these personalities embodies. Those traits inevitably overlap, so that people may have several of them and find themselves within a range.

         R stands for Relentless, which doesn’t just mean trying hard or never giving up or having grit or any of that stuff you’ll find on inspirational blogs. Relentless primitives have a radical way of charging forward with their careers, and it colors everything from how they approach rewards to how they bounce back from failure. It’s the instinct that guided my client Austin McChord from his father’s basement, where he was building his first prototype out of Legos, to founding a billion-dollar company. But as much as relentless primitives know how to barrel full steam ahead, they know when to pump the brakes and abruptly change direction.

         O is for Oppositional. Often wild and pugnacious, oppositional primitives know that a healthy dose of discord is the best source of energy. They despise groupthink and are never afraid to say, “You’re wrong and here’s why.” My best friend Danny Lewin, who tragically lost his life during 9/11 trying to thwart the hijackers aboard American Airlines Flight 11, was the consummate oppositional primitive. I watched Danny, once a teenager sweeping the floors of a Jerusalem gym, argue and trash-talk until he became an internet 1.0 billionaire at age twenty-nine. Like other oppositional primitives, Danny sought out impossible challenges and found innovative ways to solve them.

         A stands for Agnostic, the ability to jump from one field to the next without getting too attached to any one industry, method, or goal. A former coworker of mine, Love Whelchel III, is familiar with this skill, having been a roadie for hip-hop group N.W.A, an IT recruiter, a chief talent officer, the CEO of his own company, and the right-hand man for rapper and entrepreneur Sean Combs among many other zigs and zags. Agnostic is when my friend Tanya Valle gave up her lucrative job at an entertainment PR firm to become a zookeeper.

         M is for Messianic, or having a zealous attachment to a mission that is not necessarily grounded in solid projections and reliable facts. It’s the capacity to see oneself as destined for a unique mission that drove the neuroscientist Ali Rezai to devote himself to finding a cure for Alzheimer’s, Parkinson’s, addiction, and countless other diseases using cutting-edge technology. Messianic primitives like Ali are guided by a singular calling to achieve a seemingly unreachable goal, fix a daunting problem, and to change the world.

         I stands for Insecure, which you sometimes have to be to push yourself hard enough to get the best results. Insecure primitives are near and dear to my heart because I am one. As an agency guy serving an array of clients, I’ve been fired and let go more times than I can count. I’ve had my professional life upended time and again, and I’ve lived to tell my story. Insecure primitives are survivors who never rest on their laurels; they scratch and claw their way to success by embracing their shortcomings and turning them into powerful advantages. Take it from Riki Drori, a marketing executive at YouTube, who has become one of the highest-rated managers at the company by being honest and open with her team about her weaknesses and insecurities.

         N is for Nuts, or being just plain crazy and, on occasion, taking chances that no careful or rational person would advise. Being nuts is what led a successful physician named Dorian Paskowitz to abandon his lucrative practice, load his young family into a rickety camper, and spend the rest of his life surfing. These are rare souls who follow their dreams, no matter how crazy, insane, or downright dangerous they might be. Nuts primitives may allow civilization to rein in their worst impulses, but they are the ultimate risk-takers, eccentrics, and misfits.

         And, finally, the  G is for Gallant, a trait that combines both courage and nobility, and one that compels primitives to protect those to whom they’re loyal and who are loyal to them. It’s what drove India Howell, a successful American businesswoman, to give up her privileged life, move to Tanzania, and adopt dozens of homeless children off the streets. Gallant primitives measure their impact by how much good they do for others. It may sound surprising, but being gallant is perhaps our most primal instinct of all.

         Each chapter of this book will present these principles at work, backed by everything from neuroscience and organizational psychology to anecdotes I’ve observed throughout my own life exploring both the civilized and primitive ends of the spectrum. Having been raised by primitives—my father, in a nuts primitive move, pulled me out of school at the age of eight to go live on a sailboat in Mexico—I eventually embarked on my own, different path and pursued a career in a host of civilized institutions, from Capitol Hill to the United Nations to some of the world’s most influential marketing agencies. I then returned to my primitive roots, starting my own businesses—some failed, some very lucrative—while making highly unorthodox decisions along the way. Learning how to balance these two dueling parts of my brain has been a defining feature of my life.

         Humans are complex animals, and just as we don’t all fit neatly into a Myers–Briggs personality type, primitives don’t fall perfectly into one of seven archetypes. Some are mutts who identify with two, three, or four traits. Some primitives successfully tap their civilized side; others are über-primitives who are inspiring, but exhausting to be around. By learning from the characters in this book, even the most civilized among us can make a primitive move now and then to advance our careers—or pivot to new ones.

         Maybe you’ve been at the same job for years and it’s time to shake things up. Maybe you’re just starting out, and you know the same civilized rules that got your parents lifetime employment with the same company no longer apply for your generation. Maybe you’d like to do things differently at work, but all you keep hearing from your colleagues is, “It’s always been this way” or “That can’t possibly be done.” Maybe you’re finally launching that business you’ve always dreamed of starting. Or maybe you’re a primitive manager who’d like to light a fire under your civilized employees. Whatever the case, this book is here to offer inspiring stories and applicable to-dos designed to help you discover and rekindle the primitive spark, that urgent and irreverent temperament lying dormant in your belly.

         Don’t worry, this is not an invitation to have a Jerry Maguire moment and declare war on everything and everyone civilized. It’s not a call to arms for brutish behavior. There are certainly some primitives among us who have been accused of highly inappropriate conduct—think of Uber’s disgraced former CEO, Travis Kalanick, who reportedly had knowledge of sexual harassment at Uber and did nothing; or Carlos Ghosn, the former CEO of Nissan accused of misappropriating company funds; or former WeWork CEO Adam Neumann, whose freewheeling style likely contributed to the infamous failure of his company’s IPO in 2019. Like everything in life, the key is to find balance, to unleash the right primitive elements and give them just enough energy to move us along.

         I will encourage you to advance your career by tapping into your primitive instincts, but it’s equally important to be civilized when the situation calls for it. For example, I sat down with Alex Konrad, an editor at Forbes who has written extensively about tech entrepreneurs and founders, including the highly primitive CEO of Salesforce, Marc Benioff. You may know Benioff as the creative genius behind a long list of marketing and PR stunts that have propelled Salesforce to a $160 billion valuation at the beginning of 2020, but you may not have heard of his cofounder Parker Harris. Alex explained that Harris is “a total civilizing factor” who is able to temper the mercurial CEO’s more extreme instincts. Benioff has even learned to emulate his civilized cofounder: “While Benioff is still that primal instinct guy, he listens to more folks,” Alex said. “He may not do what they say, but he listens to them.”

         Primitives often thrive when clashing with a more civilized counterpart. In his excellent book Powers of Two, author Joshua Wolf Shenk writes that “for centuries, the myth of the lone genius has towered over us like a colossus.” But he goes on to argue that, in fact, the greatest creative breakthroughs came not from single minds, but from sometimes-contentious partnerships. Think John Lennon and Paul McCartney, Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, or Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak.

         While many of these great minds were consummate primitives, others, like Parker Harris, were highly civilized. Of course, we know that not all partnerships are harmonious. When we understand where we fit along the civilized-primitive spectrum, we become more aware of our strengths and weaknesses and can minimize unnecessary conflict and misunderstandings.

         Many of the characters in this book are founders, executives, titans of industry, and philanthropists, while some are mid-level managers, artists, and young people at the dawn of their careers. Primitives come in all races, ethnicities, genders, sexual orientations, religions, and socioeconomic classes. One of the most primitive people I’ve ever met is an artist named Huckleberry Elling, who spent six years hitchhiking across the country using her handmade hats and dolls as currency. Heavily tattooed, Huck has quite literally turned her weirdness into an art form, crocheting wearable masks and five-foot-tall prehistoric creatures. A mom who works out of an Airstream trailer in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, Huck has never designed an app, built a company, or made a million dollars, but she is the very definition of successful. While civilized people measure success with more traditional barometers—such as net worth, 401k contributions, and promotions—primitives think in terms of their lasting impact on the earth and other people. Many primitives insist on being well compensated, sure, but they crave the freedom to roam, to explore their interests, and to leave their mark—all while having fun.

         I’ve had the privilege of knowing and advising some of the world’s most successful primitives, and I’ve seen many go from struggling with hurdles and frustrations to finding unimaginable fulfillment and success. I believe we all have the ability to follow in their footsteps if we tap into our ancient, indestructible, and absolutely essential primitive spirit.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Relentless

         

         It was the spring of 2007, and Austin McChord was running out of options. A student at Rochester Institute of Technology, he sported a 2.2 GPA and had failed to graduate on time. Austin’s peers were, in the go-go days before the Great Recession, accepting jobs at Apple, Google, Wall Street banks, and hot new startups flush with Silicon Valley cash. Austin, on the other hand, had no job, no degree, and a pile of Legos in his father’s basement office.

         But he had a vision. As a geek who’d spent his high school and college years messing around with computers, Austin understood the importance of protecting data in the digitized economy. While big companies could afford to hire professionals to deal with storing and protecting sensitive data, smaller businesses needed cheaper and faster ways to make sure their files were always accessible. With zero startup capital, Austin used the Legos, hot glue, parts from a Linksys router, and a soldering iron to create a series of barely functional prototypes of a product that could replicate data to servers in the cloud. Before long, he had racked up $80,000 in credit card debt and his closest friends and advisers were urging him to cut his losses before he went bankrupt.

         But Austin pushed on. Later that year he founded his company, Datto, and eventually managed to secure patents. But he still wasn’t making any money, and he was constantly making mistakes. When his friends talked about their civilized jobs, Austin talked about his mission, sounding, they often told him with an awkward smile, like some crazy, obsessed person. It was hard not to wonder whether he had done the right thing by staying at home in small town Connecticut while his friends left and made real money.

         Yet after hustling for several years and crisscrossing the country to build his customer base, Austin had a devoted following of IT professionals who trusted and relied on Datto’s products. His hardware had allowed businesses in New York City to retrieve their data and get back on their feet after Hurricane Sandy destroyed billions of dollars’ worth of infrastructure. Impressed, a large company offered Austin $100 million for Datto. Not bad for a C student who took six years to graduate from college. Austin called his lawyer and asked if he should take the deal.

         “Absolutely accept this offer,” the lawyer urged him. “You can then spend the rest of your life regretting it from your own private island in the South Pacific.”

         But Austin wasn’t so sure. He had a hunch that his company could do even more, that cashing out now would be wrong, that his employees deserved a cut of the action, that the best was yet to come. He turned down the money. Austin continued to grow his company, and five years later another offer for north of $1.5 billion came along from Vista Equity Partners, one of the largest private equity firms in the country. This time Austin accepted, and the erstwhile Rochester Institute of Technology slacker became one of the nation’s wealthiest people.

         If you ask me what made Austin succeed—and many have—I can give you a simple answer: Austin succeeded because he is a primitive. More specifically, Austin is a relentless primitive who is able to distinguish the signal from the noise and maintain his focus. He knew when to charge full steam ahead and when to slow down. He knew when to cut corners and when to be a perfectionist. He knew when to say “Yes” and he knew when to say “No.”

         In the traditional sense, relentless means being oppressively constant. Context matters, naturally: an advancing band of bloodthirsty orcs is relentless, just as Amazon.com’s march toward retail hegemony is relentless. While Jeff Bezos may not have conquered middle-earth (yet), the meaning of the word relentless is essentially the same.

         When it comes to building a career, a civilized person may cruise relentlessly onward like a marathon runner, but not necessarily smartly or successfully. Take me, for example. The fall of 1991 was one of the most hopeful periods in my life. I had earned my master’s degree in international affairs from Columbia University a few years earlier, and I was fortunate enough to have secured a string of promising entry-level jobs, including as an aide to then–California congressional representative Mel Levine and as an intern on the foreign desk of CBS News. With a little bit of experience and a few impressive lines on my résumé, I eagerly jumped into what I imagined would be the rest of my life. I dreamed of a challenging and meaningful career in diplomacy, public policy, or media. I thought I had everything it took to get me where I wanted to go. I applied to every job I could find and prepared a portfolio of enthusiastic recommendation letters. I was sure it wouldn’t be long before I was invited to join the educated and the skilled in some dynamic office. Like every American success story, all I had to do was hustle and play by the rules to get that dream job—or so I believed.

         And yet, time after time, I was turned down.

         Rationally, I knew I shouldn’t take the rejections personally. The notes I received were form rejection letters, probably sent to dozens if not hundreds of other job seekers. But in reality, I thought that I wasn’t just any other job seeker. I was special. Yet, with each “We regret to inform you…,” I began to wonder if there was, in fact, something wrong with me. I had relentlessly sent out résumé after résumé, but that strategy clearly hadn’t worked. To make matters worse, I was running out of cash; I had already quit my PhD program after falling behind on tuition payments. As my father, who was also nearly broke at the time, told me: “Don’t be overeducated and underemployed.”

         One day, a friend casually mentioned a name that piqued my interest: Elias “Buck” Buchwald, who helped start Burson-Marsteller, which was then the world’s largest PR firm. A World War II veteran, Buchwald had counseled the leaders of industry giants including IBM, General Motors, DuPont, and General Electric—iconic brands that owed their success in no small part to Buck’s ability to help tell their stories in a clear and truthful way. He even trained the senior diplomats of the Israeli foreign ministry. Having worked for the Israeli diplomatic mission to the United Nations, I thought maybe I had a personal connection. I had to meet this guy. But how?

         At first I considered trying the same thing I’d done earlier: submitting an application to Burson-Marsteller’s human resources department. But that approach had already failed me. What’s more, Buck was surrounded by an impenetrable wall of assistants; my résumé would be buried among hundreds of others. It was time to try something radically different. Instead of hoping to outlast my competition, I had to make a primitive move and sprint to the front of the pack.

         The next day I was at Columbia University’s business school library, twisting the knobs of the old microfilm and microfiche machines and scouring archived publications for intel about Buck and his firm. What today takes a few seconds with a smartphone took, back in the prehistoric days of the early 1990s, an entire afternoon. But climbing up the stairs to my fourth-floor walk-up that evening, I knew everything I needed to know about the man I was trying to impress. This time I’d write a letter that would get noticed.

         “Dear Mr. Buchwald,” I began. “I’ve been practicing public relations without a license.…”

         I went on to talk about my experience, but not as dull bullet points on a curriculum vitae. I had some fun, giving obvious but playful hints to get Buck interested in me. I sent the letter. A few days later, I picked up the phone and called Burson-Marsteller’s offices. Buck’s secretary picked up. My voice quivering, I explained to her that I’d written Mr. Buchwald and wanted to speak with him briefly. Shockingly, she put me through.

         “I got your letter, Mr. Greenberg, but we’re not hiring anyone right now,” Buck told me gruffly.

         “I understand, sir,” I replied. “All I want is just a few minutes of your time.”

         Finally, he relented. “Be here Friday, 9:00 a.m.,” he said, then hung up the phone.

         I showed up in his office at the appointed hour. Like a drill sergeant, he asked me a series of rapid-fire questions: Could I write well and fast? Could I work with the media? Was I able to handle myself well in crisis situations? I gave my best answers, and Buck summoned the company’s head of HR. The following Monday, I took a writing test. On Tuesday, I received a job offer.

         Why did I succeed? I hadn’t followed the rules. I didn’t wait in line like everyone else. I wasn’t particularly qualified. Instead, I acted like a primitive. I was still relentless with respect to my goal—getting a job—but I bent the rules. I took a shortcut.

         Contrast my experience with the prescriptions contained in Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother. In that international bestseller, the author, Amy Chua, a professor at Yale Law School and the daughter of Chinese immigrants, advocates for strict, no-nonsense parenting that stresses self-motivation, sweat, and a perpetually positive attitude that never wavers even when hard work yields little or no results. Former British prime minister David Cameron, a big fan of the book, explained that Chua’s message was especially important for children: “Work, try hard, believe you can succeed, get up and try again,” he said. Or, as another famous British prime minister once said at the dawn of World War II: “I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears, and sweat!”

         When I was applying to job after job and being rejected from all of them, Chua might have told me to keep at it. I needed to stay positive and keep relentlessly sending out résumés—eventually, one of them would find its way to the right person. Chua’s and Cameron’s idea of being relentless might have its merits when it comes to conquering algebra, practicing piano, and maybe fending off a Nazi invasion, but it’s not necessarily helpful in the modern economy.

         By the time I was joining a much more rapidly growing workforce, amid economic changes accelerated by the advent of the internet, the traditional “apply and wait” approach was already feeling antiquated. Today, it’s positively ancient. While LinkedIn and Indeed have replaced snail mail, the same idea applies for the civilized: you drop your line in the water, sit back, and wait for a bite. As I learned all those years ago, the relentless primitive doesn’t have the patience for any of this; she grabs her spear and goes hunting. She understands that being relentless doesn’t just mean trying hard—it means leapfrogging ahead. As we’ll see in this chapter, a primitive isn’t afraid to reach her goals by telling white lies, being selfish, and flashing that chip on her shoulder. Most important, when she’s headed in the wrong direction, she isn’t afraid to stop moving, turn around, and find a new road.

         THINK LIKE A FIVE-YEAR-OLD

         A decade ago I was hired by a nonprofit, Iran180, to help publicize human rights abuses by the Iranian regime. Human rights, I thought, was a topic everyone understood instinctively; you didn’t need a master’s degree in international relations to grasp that executing people because they were gay was a horrendous crime, or that a state that supported terrorism shouldn’t be allowed to develop nuclear weapons. Our task was to find simple ways to explain the horrors of the Iranian regime to the general public. Sitting on the roof deck of our office, we threw around ideas about how to get the attention of people with only a passive interest in foreign affairs. My buddy David Galper, just riffing, began talking about the furry mascots that dance in between innings at baseball games. These mascots are crowd favorites, David said, because they are garish and over the top. You can’t help but watch.

         So instead of taking our campaign to Washington, DC, think tanks, we took it to the streets with a ten-foot-high puppet of Iran’s leader at the time, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, holding a giant atomic rocket. Then we sent the puppet, accompanied by street theater performers and cheerleaders blasting loud music, to cavort outside the United Nations. We staged a mock trial and then had the puppet “arrested.” Everyone from passersby to diplomats knew exactly what our message was.

         We hit the kind of home run that PR people can only dream about. Early the next morning I drowsily opened the New York Times to discover that our puppet had made the front page. A few weeks later, I donned the puppet suit on The Daily Show with Jon Stewart, where I talked to Samantha Bee about nontraditional protests. Sure, we could have fired off a strongly worded position paper and influenced a few dozen people. Instead, we approached the problem like a five-year-old would: we threw a big party with puppets and dancers and music.

         Austin McChord certainly understands the power of the childlike mind. The man who built his first server using Lego bricks was often called a “man-child” by older executives at Datto. Austin encouraged his employees to paint their offices crazy colors and play with toys at the office. He left the key to his Tesla on his desk and let his employees take it for a spin anytime they wanted. Datto workers even created T-shirts with their fearless leader’s silhouette and the caption: “Keep Austin Weird.”

         Here’s another childlike quality that’s surprisingly useful as an adult: telling white lies. Even the most devoted parent would agree that children often lie. When my wife and I asked our son, Noah, one of the purest primitives I know, if he had done his math homework, he’d reply, “Yup.” When we’d ask if he’d read his book for English class, he’d reply, “Yup,” and give us a brief synopsis. Noah, it turns out, never did his homework or read his books, but he was such a confident character that he could fool his teachers (and his parents) into believing he had. I remember thinking at the time: Noah may struggle a bit in school, but he’s going to make a ton of money one day in business. As it turns out, while he wasn’t doing his homework, thirteen-year-old Noah was buying Tesla stock long before most of Wall Street caught on.

         When Austin was still running his company out of his father’s basement, he knew he would have a hard time being taken seriously. To make the company seem larger and more important, he would answer his phone with a British accent, pretending to be a nonexistent colleague.

         Whether it’s imitating a secretary, embellishing non-critical details on a résumé, claiming the messenger failed to deliver documents you actually forgot to send, or purporting to be further along on a project than you actually are, to the relentless primitive, white lies are part of doing business. Naturally, it’s up to you to measure and limit the seriousness of your lies, and prevent yourself from crossing any lines. For example, with Elizabeth Holmes, the once-celebrated founder of blood-testing firm Theranos, a few early lies quickly became the very backbone of an enterprise that eventually crumbled under its own fraud.

         In some other cases, however, a single white lie has sometimes saved a company. One of my favorite examples involves Rent the Runway, the online business that allows users to rent high-end designer clothing. Today, Rent the Runway is hugely successful, but in 2008 it was merely an idea in the minds of two Jennifers—Jennifer Hyman and Jennifer Fleiss—who were section mates at Harvard Business School. They had secured a meeting with legendary designer Diane von Furstenberg, hoping she could help them break into the notoriously cliquish fashion industry. As they were en route to their dream meeting, Hyman’s cell phone rang. It was von Furstenberg’s assistant: she was canceling the meeting, and it wouldn’t be rescheduled. Fleiss began sobbing, but Hyman, every bit the relentless primitive, knew instinctively what to do: she pretended she had poor cell phone reception and couldn’t hear von Furstenberg’s assistant. Hyman and Fleiss arrived as planned at the famous designer’s office, pled ignorance, and insisted they keep the meeting. The assistant relented. The two Jennifers met with von Furstenberg and emerged with a powerful ally and a couple of priceless introductions.

         Another crucial childlike quality? Having playdates.

         Grown-ups have meetings. They’re endless, frequently leave you drained, and rarely seem to accomplish anything. Kids have playdates, which leave them charged up, excited, and ready to take on the world. Instead of boring meetings, why not have playdates? Relentless primitives constantly crave inspiration to fuel their journey—inspiration that often does not come in the workplace. Austin, for example, competed in BattleBot competitions with his friends and colleagues, crashed drones, and infected his own computers with ransomware to figure out how to beat it. A little creative problem-solving outside of the office helped him approach problems at work with a fresh mindset.

         Practice the five-to-one rule: for every five unavoidable meetings in conference rooms with agendas and PowerPoint presentations, have one work playdate. I don’t necessarily mean drunken karaoke or catching a dumb movie with a colleague (although these are great ways to get to know your coworkers). Rather, I mean getting together with someone you genuinely, truly like—a friend, a vendor, a partner, a boss, an employee—and bouncing ideas around in an environment that isn’t the office and doesn’t feel restrictive. Billionaire Yvon Chouinard, the founder and CEO of Patagonia, for example, formed a group called Do Boys with his fellow entrepreneurs and executives to embark on a major outdoor adventure at least once a year.

         Back when I was taking 7:00 a.m. CrossFit classes, I became friendly with a group of successful guys who loved having playdates. There was Anthony, who worked as publisher of a music magazine; Brian, an FBI agent who holstered his Glock in the locker room; Kirk, who ran security operations at the United Nations and made a habit of flaunting his stab wounds from his peacekeeping days in the former Yugoslavia; Scott, a successful hotelier; and Tim, a computer engineer. At first I was a bit weirded out by the “Morning Posse,” as they called themselves, but we became fast friends. We took vacations together, and I even forged professional connections with each member of the Morning Posse. Years later, when Kirk was dying of colon cancer, the rest of the group dropped everything and flew to his home in Nova Scotia to say goodbye. The once 190-pound chiseled rock had wasted away, but he still found the energy to give me words of encouragement on his deathbed, just as he had for years at the gym. In fact, without Kirk MacLeod, this book wouldn’t have happened.

         Make a habit of scheduling regular meetups with friends and colleagues—whether it’s coffee, lunch, after-work drinks, or ski trips. You might think that sounds trivial, but old-fashioned social interaction can be as important to your overall health as hitting the gym. And no, that group text thread or the occasional FaceTime on your smartphone isn’t good enough. Press some flesh and play in real life. You will be surprised how much it helps; playing around with people you enjoy connecting with is an excellent way to work that childlike muscle and escape whatever professional rut you may be stuck in.

         Anyone who spends time with children knows another truth about them: they aren’t afraid to throw a tantrum to get what they want. When Indra Nooyi became CEO of PepsiCo in 2006, she sought advice from none other than Apple CEO (and über-primitive) Steve Jobs. “He said, if you really feel strongly about something—if you don’t like something people are doing—throw a temper tantrum,” Nooyi recalled. “Throw things around, because people have got to know that you feel strongly about it.” While Nooyi may not have quite gone to Jobsian lengths to get what she wanted, she is not afraid to channel her inner toddler.

         Finally, just like our ancestors, relentless primitives do not shy away from self-preservation. To be relentless is to be focused on yourself and your goals; everything else is secondary. My friend John, who works for Fidelity Investments, is a generous person, but he isn’t selflessly so. People frequently ask him for help getting a job, so John came up with a selfish-ish rule: he will help out if he can, but he’ll never meet for coffee or a beer. Instead, John takes phone calls and limits them to ten minutes. He’ll make an introduction for you, but never more than one. And perhaps most important, he is not afraid to ask for a favor in return when he sees an opportunity. John protects his most prized possession: his time. He is generous with his ideas, but selfish with his hours. Does he occasionally rub people the wrong way? Of course. But by being up-front with his rules and expectations, he ensures his relentless energy is focused on his career and his family.




OEBPS/Images/primitive_7428_20200210t161941230445_online.png
PRIMITIVE

Tapping the Primal Drive That Powers
the World’s Most Successful People

MARCO GREENBERG

N 1/
/// \\
hachette





OEBPS/Images/discover_hachette_publisher_logo.png
=] QoaKschette





OEBPS/Images/9780316530361_cover_epub.jpg
“Captures insights and advice that everyone can use to thrive in the
constantly evolving workplace.” 2 New York Times
bestselling author of When, Drive, and To Sell Is Human

PRIMITIVE

Tapping the That Powers
the World's Most Successful People





