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Introduction



In 2012, I spent a day in Los Angeles, coworking at the offices of Tala, a startup based in Santa Monica, founded by Shivani Siroya. I was a young, scrappy entrepreneur, and as long as I had my laptop and access to coffee, I was content to work anywhere, but I was also grateful that Shivani, who was then a friend of a friend, had opened up a desk for me.


We took a morning walk together, coffees in hand, as the fog melted away and the Pacific Ocean gradually emerged from behind its mask. Shivani told me about her life and her work, and while she talked, it became clear to me that the labels we often use to identify people who are successful in business, like entrepreneur, founder, and leader, didn’t entirely capture who she was. She was each of these, to be sure, but also more than these.


Shivani began her career working at the United Nations, partnering on microfinance initiatives, before switching careers to become a financial analyst on Wall Street. She had a career many would be envious of, but she found something lacking within the traditional finance sector. Although she was passionate about finance, she was also very interested in the over 2.5 billion people around the world who did not yet have a formal financial identity and were excluded from traditional markets. This inspired her to begin sketching out the idea that became Tala. In a half-page document, Shivani wrote that Tala would be an “online global investment fund… which enables everyday people to put their money to work in order to change the world.” And she made the case for why her company was urgently needed, seeking to “bridge the gap [in the market] by providing smaller financial investments and training to ensure its entrepreneurs can achieve their goals and make a profound impact within their communities.”1


It’s an inspiring vision, but what truly impressed me about Shivani was not the what of her idea but rather the how. She had no formal experience as an entrepreneur, and she did not let that stop her. She began building her vision piece by piece; she reached out to contacts and strangers on LinkedIn (ultimately sending over fifteen hundred individual messages!), and she assembled a small part-time team. With some initial success, she faced a choice: continue the safe, prestigious, hard-earned Wall Street career she had coveted, or dedicate her full energy and time to Tala.


She found the courage and took the leap.


And she hasn’t looked back, growing her startup’s footprint to multiple continents, multiple products, and multiple offices. Hers has been an impressive journey, but what stays with me the most is not the scale of Shivani’s venture or the impact she’s had.


It’s the personal qualities she possesses: Her willingness to question the status quo. Her inclusive leadership. Her service orientation.


I realized on that walk that we often ascribe the success of leaders whom we admire to their more tangible skills—such as Shivani’s financial acumen—as we seek to replicate their success. But the personal qualities that truly make Shivani the impactful leader and founder she is are actually changemaker qualities. They are attributes of character, of hustle, of heart, of passion, and of persistence. And these changemaker qualities can be learned and practiced by anyone, no matter who we are or where we might have been.


During our walk, the concept of a “changemaker” came alive to me. Just as I saw these changemaker qualities in Shivani, I began recognizing how they also show up in so many other people all around me, even those who might not yet consider themselves changemakers.


In that moment, my perspective on the concept of change… well, changed. Up until that point in my life, I had always assumed that change came solely from one or two huge organizations—think the Red Cross or the World Bank. What I came to realize was that positive change is actually made by each of us pursuing it in our own way, leading from wherever we are. Change isn’t reserved for a special few. In fact, change calls out for all of us to lead from wherever we might be and in whatever form is true to who we are.


However, I also realized firsthand that there were simply too many barriers, both systemic and individual, getting in the way of all of these emerging leaders making their desired changes a reality.


I began imagining a world filled with, and led by, changemakers. Where positive change happens both in corporate boardrooms and at kitchen tables. Where changemakers spring to action both from behind a laptop and on the streets. Where changemakers of every possible background and experience, passion and interest, have the mindset, leadership, and tools they need to go make change happen.


Since that walk with Shivani, I’ve become obsessed with understanding what it takes to be a changemaker and studying what most often holds people back from becoming one. I’ve made it my life’s mission to help others create their own personal versions of Shivani’s story. To activate their innate ability to lead positive change from where they are, for themselves, their organizations, and their communities. To help all of us, and each of us, become changemakers.




Defining Changemaking


The first popular mention of the word changemaker dates back to 1981, when the social impact organization Ashoka used the term in its annual newsletter. Ashoka defines a changemaker as “someone who is taking creative action to solve a social problem.”2 While Ashoka deserves credit for beginning to bring the term into our collective parlance, I believe that the concept of a changemaker deserves a wider and more inclusive definition, far beyond the constraints of social challenges.


Put simply, I define a changemaker as someone who leads positive change from where they are.


I am deliberate in keeping the definition simple and radically inclusive. I believe that a middle manager at a technology company who comes up with a creative new feature has just as much claim to being a changemaker as a Nobel Prize winner. I’m not prescriptive here on the scale or scope of change, and I prefer an inclusive invitation to lead change from wherever we might be—whether that’s as an intern, an individual contributor, or a CEO.


Ultimately, changemakers should not be defined by roles, sectors, or levels of impact. Instead, I believe what unites us is our mindset, our leadership skills, and our action in service of change.


Remember that we are talking here about a changemaker, not a changethinker. Changemakers take action, believing that a brighter future, a better path forward, is possible and giving themselves permission to go create it.


In a world that is rapidly changing before our eyes, as you become a changemaker you will learn to navigate, shape, and lead positive change for yourself and others, and you will gain leadership skills to thrive amid uncertainty.


Being able to lead change begins with understanding it. And there has never been a better or more important time to be in the business of change than right now.





BEGINNINGS


January 24, 2019, 10:00 a.m.: I remember that moment vividly. I strode to the front of the classroom, the words THE WORLD HAS NEVER BEEN MORE READY FOR YOU leaping off the screen behind me in size 140 font, so that even students in the back row would feel their weight. “Welcome to Becoming a Changemaker,” I said. “The world has never been more ready for you.”


While it’s not uncommon for students to feel first-day jitters as they begin a new semester, we rarely hear what that first teaching day is like for new faculty members.


I had just been hired by the University of California, Berkeley, and was about to deliver my very first college lecture; let’s just say “jitters” didn’t quite capture the intensity of the moment. I felt the vulnerability of putting myself out there for the first time as a brand-new faculty member, unsure of how students would react to this out-of-the-ordinary course, which I had built by bringing together all of my personal and professional experiences. It was the very class I’d wished I had been able to take in my final year of college, and now I was about to find out how many other students felt the same way.


If I’d looked ahead at age twenty-two, when I had graduated from college and was first embarking on my changemaker journey, it would have been impossible for me to imagine myself in front of a UC Berkeley classroom at age thirty-four, teaching the next generation of leaders. But this teaching opportunity was so in line with the work I had put my heart and soul into over the previous decade.


My professional career has been dedicated to creating platforms and opportunities to help changemakers of every possible kind succeed. I began by cofounding StartSomeGood.com, which helps changemakers all around the world take their first step from idea to action. The website and community my team and I built have empowered an incredible collection of over fifteen hundred changemakers to catalyze, fund, and create projects to make their positive-change initiatives a reality. I then had the privilege of leading an incubator for social innovators in Sweden, called Reach for Change. I coached and mentored many inspiring changemakers, helping them achieve their highest potential impact, all while I encouraged many other people all around Scandinavia to start seeing themselves as changemakers, too. Alongside some tremendously talented individuals, we helped raise over $30 million to scale Change.org into the world’s largest platform for social change. Throughout it all, I’ve been fortunate to be able to run workshops and lead trainings for budding changemakers in dozens of countries, from Ukraine to Cambodia, and in settings ranging from the World Bank to UN agencies, to leading corporations and universities around the world.


Looking back now and connecting the dots, it’s exceedingly clear that all of these experiences led to a serendipitous meeting with Jay Stowsky, the senior assistant dean for instruction at UC Berkeley’s Haas School of Business. Throughout my career as an entrepreneur, executive, and educator, there has been one common thread to all of my work: teaching and inspiring change. And yet I’d never considered teaching change at the college level to be an option. Jay has always been a mentor to me, and so I went to his office seeking some advice on a career transition. But then he asked me a question I will never forget: “But, Alex, what do you really want to do?”


“Well,” I said, squirming a bit in my seat, “I really want to teach, but I know most faculty are decades older than me…”


To my shock, Jay wasn’t fazed and, instead, directly asked me what I wanted to teach.


“Becoming a Changemaker,” I said confidently, not a shred of hesitation or fear in my voice.


“Okay,” Jay responded. “Go make a syllabus, show it to me, and we will go from there.”


I shook his hand, my spirits leaping at the idea that someone else saw the possibility in my vision, and walked out of his office, where I pulled out my phone and immediately googled “how to write a syllabus.” My initial confidence belied the fact that I had no idea what it actually took to create a course.


The process of developing the course allowed me to reflect on all the lessons I’d learned up until that time, particularly in my pursuit of positive change. The books I had read, the people from around the world whose stories have inspired me, the ideas about leading change from disciplines as wide-ranging as physics and music: All of these informed the course’s syllabus, lectures, and hands-on experiences. Through this work, a clearer picture began to emerge, one that would help students harness their energy and enthusiasm and give them the real skills and mindsets to empower them to create positive change at an individual, organizational, and societal level.


I carried all of my experiences—the triumphs, the setbacks, and the insights—with me as I stood just outside the door to my classroom for the first time. I took a moment to collect myself and then opened the door. What I saw nearly moved me to tears: Not only was every single seat in the classroom filled, but students were sitting in the aisles, on the windowsills, and standing along the side walls, hoping for a spot in class. UC Berkeley students can select from over six thousand courses per semester, so to see my classroom bursting at the seams made my mission crystal clear: I would now put all of my efforts into making sure these students would not only become leaders but also the changemakers the world needs.




A World of Changemakers


I recently gave a talk to a group of seventh graders at a middle school in the Antelope Valley of California, as part of a project their teacher, Ally Benedetti, had created for them about changemaking.


The first question I received, which came from a soft-spoken girl, had the most profound implications. She asked, “Who can be a changemaker?”


To which I replied emphatically, “Everyone!”


We tend to think of people in leadership roles as changemakers: entrepreneurs, technologists, politicians. Most other people probably don’t immediately self-identify as changemakers. In our polarized world, we spend much time crafting identities that are inherently exclusive, defining ourselves in some way to differentiate from others. To counter this, my definition of changemaker is deliberately and boldly inclusive. To reinforce this, I’ll introduce you to changemakers of all types as you make your way through this book.


You’ll meet introverts and extroverts, scientists and artists, Indigenous people and immigrants, men, women, and nonbinary individuals. You’ll meet people who knew the change they wanted to create from back when they were children, and those who determined their mission only later in life, after their traditional career ended. You’ll meet parents, children, college graduates, and high school dropouts.


This book focuses on what unites all of us: that we are all changemakers.


While you may not see yourself reflected in each story, my hope is that you absolutely will connect in a meaningful way with at least one. You can’t be what you can’t see, and I hope that discovering a bit of yourself in these pages will help you define yourself as a changemaker, too.





UNDERSTANDING CHANGE


We face two choices in dealing with today’s pace and scale of change. Do we bury our heads and hope that we somehow emerge on the other side intact? Or do we recognize our own agency to not just survive change but to actively leverage, shape, and steer it, to create new opportunities for ourselves, our communities, and our world?


Changemakers choose the latter—the path of agency, of impact, of catalyzing change.


Before we are able to consciously choose that proactive path, we must first better understand change itself. To get comfortable with change, we need to appreciate two key aspects of it today: First, change is happening, and, second, change is challenging. Let’s take a look at both.


If the world feels like it’s changing faster and faster and faster… well, you’re right! Let’s look at the accelerating growth in technology over the last six hundred years.


Over 150 years passed between the time Johannes Gutenberg of Mainz, Germany, invented the printing press, in about 1440, and when the telescope was invented, in 1608. Ninety more years passed before the invention of the steam engine, and still decades more before the invention of the telegraph and then the light bulb.


Centuries ago, a single technological breakthrough of that magnitude was enough change for a person’s lifetime!


In just the past five years, there have been incredible technological advancements: Consider self-driving cars, gene editing, artificial intelligence, and so much more. By the time this book finds its way to you, there will be even more world-changing discoveries.


This rapid technological growth is explained by Moore’s law, an insight by the cofounder of Intel, Gordon Moore, in 1965. He predicted that the number of transistors on a microchip would double every two years while the cost would be halved. This would lead to exponential growth in computing power and therefore in technological change.


While many of us have come to take rapid change for granted when it comes to phones and computers, Thomas Friedman, in his book Thank You for Being Late, helps put Moore’s law into context by applying it to automobiles: “If cars kept up with Moore’s law, the 1971 VW Beetle would now travel at 300,000 miles per hour, cost 4 cents, and use one tank of gas in a lifetime.”3


It may be helpful to extend our analysis of understanding exponential change through the lens of transportation. It wasn’t very long ago that disruptive innovation in vehicles meant ditching your horse-drawn carriage for a motor carriage, with its oversized wheels and canopy.


Fast-forward to today, and we are preparing for a future of hyperloops and autonomous vehicles. While this will have many positive implications, from less exhaust to shorter commutes, as we think about change we must always also keep in mind the negative externalities. As of 2020, more than 3.3 million Americans were employed as truck drivers—a job almost certain to disappear as the changes to the transportation of the future take hold.


As we changemakers push forward with our efforts, we need to also remember that changes affect different people in different ways, and we have an ethical imperative to lead our change with empathy, recognizing that not all change is welcomed by all.


That perspective is helpful as we remember that change is challenging.


Wildfire seasons of increasing duration and intensity are a harrowing reminder of climate change, yet we struggle to take collective action to stop it even as our oceans rise and our glaciers melt right before our eyes.


The COVID-19 pandemic is a pathogenic reminder of how interconnected our entire world has become, through globalization, travel, and business, yet we struggled to change our daily lives and our community actions enough to immediately stop its spread.


The murder of George Floyd in 2020 is a visceral reminder of the systemic racism embedded in the US and, indeed, in nations around the world. His death and the protests following it generated a long-overdue awakening of the prevalence of racist systems and racial injustice. Yet it was also a reminder that change has not yet come, despite many efforts. Even, and often especially, on the most crucial issues, change is downright challenging, and sometimes paralyzing.


Our old ways of thinking, of leading, of acting will no longer work as we face this scale of change coming at us with so much speed and so much complexity.


While Moore’s law helps explain the acceleration of change we are experiencing, Martec’s law complements it, explaining why keeping up with that acceleration is so hard:4 Technology, as we’ve seen, changes exponentially (increasing rapidly), while organizations change logarithmically (slowly). As time goes on, the gap between the changes occurring and our ability to match them grows and grows and grows.


The underlying concepts in Martec’s law help us understand the growing chasm between the change occurring in the world and our ability as individuals, as leaders, as community members, as organizations, companies, and systems to keep pace. This is a huge challenge—perhaps the challenge of our lives.


But changemakers are defined by the ability to see opportunity where others only see challenge.


The world is, indeed, changing faster and faster than ever before. And it’s becoming harder and harder for us to not fall behind.


Now is the time for changemakers.


Changemakers believe that the future can be better than today, and that we can ensure that it is.


Change is happening. Change is challenging. But with the changemaker mindset, leadership, and action skills you will learn in this book, you will not only be able to keep up with change, you will also be empowered to shape it and lead it. You are on a path of agency, and this is your first step.


YOUR CHANGEMAKER JOURNEY


This book follows the same structure as my UC Berkeley class (but luckily for you, this is the only reading assignment!). Just like the course, this book is composed of three parts.


Part 1, “Changemaker Mindset,” introduces you to the attitudes and behaviors that successful changemakers share, irrespective of role, sector, or experience level. I build on the original research I’ve done with the Changemaker Index and share illuminating social science insights to help you apply key concepts to your own life and work. Anchored in principles like “Question the Status Quo” and “Beyond Yourself,” this section introduces crucial traits like resilience, smart risk-taking, empathy, curiosity, and adaptability. And for the first time, I share with the outside world some of the original leadership exercises I have my Berkeley students do to help them develop and apply a changemaker mindset.


Part 2, “Changemaker Leadership,” focuses on helping you become the type of leader our world needs. Anchored in key twenty-first-century leadership skills, including influencing without authority, leading through networks, and building trust in a virtual world, you are invited to reinvent your own approaches as you gain the confidence to lead others toward a vision for change. You will finish this section transformed from an individual contributor into a changemaker who does your best work through and with others, and with the courage and ability to go be a leader, even if you aren’t the leader.


Part 3, “Changemaker Action,” helps you take your newly developed mindset and leadership skills and apply them to turn an idea into action. Anchored in the Changemaker Canvas methodology I’ve developed, you will build your own changemaker toolkit for starting and realizing positive change. You will hear from diverse changemakers, including artists, nurses, engineers, and entrepreneurs, to learn how to take that crucial first step of action, and you’ll discover key insights on sustaining change over time.


I’m deeply grateful for the opportunity to join with you on this journey and to help you find purpose, impact, and identity as you step into your leadership potential.


This is the moment. This is your moment.


The world has never been more ready for you.
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PART 1



CHANGEMAKER MINDSET


















Chapter 1



Developing a Changemaker Mindset


Hana was skeptical.


She sat in class, arms crossed, a dour look on her face. Her glare stood out among the sea of smiles.


Concerned, I sent her a note after class, to see how she was feeling about the course and if everything was okay. I know so many of my students are fighting all sorts of battles, which I’m not always privy to.


When Hana responded, I was surprised.


“I really want to be a changemaker,” her email began. “I really do. But I just don’t believe it’s possible anymore. I’ve lost hope in being able to create change.”


I felt, and even recognized, her despair, and my heart sank. Still, I saw this as an opportunity to better understand her experience and to perhaps support her to once again identify as a changemaker.


We met during my office hours, and Hana told me of a frustrating experience she’d had during a summer internship, where she’d attempted to lead a diversity-and-inclusion initiative. Although she had lots of support from her peers and her direct manager, and tons of passion for leading the initiative, her efforts were repeatedly blocked by more senior management. No matter how hard she tried, she just couldn’t make change happen. As a result, Hana hit a wall. She stopped believing that change was possible, and that she could ever make any type of positive change happen.


I empathized with her. In fact, I had once been in a very similar situation myself. And we began working together to develop her changemaker mindset—a new way of seeing herself and her place in the world around her.


YOUR MINDSET


We start here because the beautiful thing about a changemaker mindset is that it will help you no matter what passions you pursue or what disciplines you delve into. Entrepreneurs benefit from it just as much as artists; scientists, just as much as teachers, just as much as coders.


Before we can begin creating change for others, though, we must start from within. There are four reasons I’m passionate about helping others develop a changemaker mindset, which I’ll discuss in this section:




• Each of us has incredible power over our mindset; it’s based on an internal locus of control.


• Developing a changemaker mindset is practicable, learnable, and achievable by anyone. I’ve worked with all kinds of people on this, running the gamut from a formerly incarcerated person to the CEO of a big financial firm. They approached the process in different ways, to be sure, but the end result was the same.


• This change is a process, not a destination. It’s not like there’s ever a moment where we can clap our hands and go, “Okay, great, I’m done with my changemaker mindset!” Rather, it’s like physical fitness—it’s not something developed by one or two gym visits, but by a commitment to the process of regular training.


• Finally, it’s a virtuous cycle for work and for life. While many folks are inspired to develop their changemaker mindset for work goals, this shift in mindset ends up being equally important for their other roles as parents, friends, and neighbors.




Mindset can be simply defined as the “established set of attitudes held by someone.” The term came to prominence in the late 1990s. Much of the credit for this is due to Stanford University psychologist Carol Dweck, who later wrote an influential book on the topic, in which she differentiates between two types of mindsets: growth and fixed.1


A fixed mindset, according to Dweck, is the set of beliefs that one’s basic qualities—say intelligence or talent—are unalterable and predetermined traits.


A growth mindset, on the other hand, emerges from the belief that one’s abilities can be developed through dedication and hard work. Folks with a growth mindset embrace learning and practice resilience in support of their advancement.


Dweck teaches that each of us has the ability to develop a growth mindset—and that it’s not completely binary. We might have some instances where we display more of a fixed mindset and some where we are more able to engage our growth mindset.


Someone with a fixed mindset might believe that intelligence is static, leading to a desire to simply appear smart. Meanwhile, someone with a growth mindset believes that intelligence can be developed, leading to a desire to learn.


We also see this when we look through the lens of challenges and obstacles. Someone with a fixed mindset will avoid challenges at all costs. Imagine that you believe that you have a certain natural skill in math and then you start reaching a point where it no longer comes easily to you; if you have a fixed mindset, you’ll tend to walk away and give up, because that’s a challenge to your belief about your natural intelligence. Meanwhile, someone with a growth mindset will persist. They’ll embrace these challenges as a chance for learning and development.


And when it comes to criticism, if you have a fixed mindset, you’ll tend to ignore criticism, because you see it as a fundamental challenge to who you are. Meanwhile, someone with a growth mindset will welcome that criticism and learn from it. Think about feedback you get on a test or an exam. Do you ignore that feedback because it feels painful, or do you take even harsh feedback and say, “Okay. This is a chance for me to get even better at my discipline and to strengthen my skills”?


How do you respond to seeing the success of others? With a fixed mindset, you will tend to be threatened by the success of others, seeing success as a zero-sum game; someone else wins, you lose. Meanwhile, with a growth mindset, you’ll find lessons and inspiration in the success of others, believing that if someone else succeeds, it only means you might similarly succeed in the future as well.


While a growth mindset is a crucial base from which to work, simply having a growth mindset is not, in and of itself, enough to have a changemaker mindset. I’ll introduce you to the key traits of a changemaker mindset in this chapter, and then you’ll learn how to develop them in each of the following four chapters.


ILLUMINATING THE CHANGEMAKER MINDSET


Amanda Gorman captured the attention of the United States, and much of the world, when she delivered her powerful poem “The Hill We Climb” at the presidential inauguration of Joe Biden on January 20, 2021.2 Her final lines incorporated the metaphor of light, speaking both to that moment in time and to something greater. Her inspiring call to find the courage to both see the light and be the light captured the essential components of a changemaker mindset and sparked new connections for how I think about developing one even when times are challenging.


In a world with so much pain and despair, our reflexes tell us to feel hopeless. But we must never forget that a better tomorrow is always possible.


In a world with so much inequity and injustice, our reflexes tell us to feel powerless. But we must never forget that we each have the power to be the change we desire.


A brighter future is possible, and we can each do our part to collectively illuminate our shared path forward.


Throughout this part of the book, I’ll walk you through the key traits and characteristics that make up a changemaker mindset, all of which begin with three fundamental building blocks.


1. There’s Always Another Way


Changemakers believe that a different way is always possible.


Which internet browser do you use? Would you believe me if I told you that the browser that you use can actually predict your success in a job? Sounds crazy, right? But researchers at HR software company Cornerstone OnDemand found a surprising, striking pattern.


In 2015, they were analyzing data about people who work in a customer service role, trying to figure out what made certain employees more successful than others, when they found a statistically significant correlation between success and the employees’ browser of choice. People who used Firefox or Chrome were more likely to thrive in the role and were 15 percent more likely to stay longer at their job than people who used Safari or Internet Explorer.3 Is it because one browser gives you superpowers or somehow makes you more efficient at your job? No, of course not. Despite any marketing spin, all are similar ways of accessing the internet. Here’s the one crucial difference: Firefox and Chrome aren’t the default. You have to consciously choose to download those browsers. You have to challenge the status quo, believe there’s something better beyond what most people use, and give yourself permission to find it. Cornerstone found that employees who were willing to take that step to see that there is always a better way were more likely to do a better job and more likely to stay longer at their job.


As Cornerstone’s chief analytics officer at the time, Michael Housman, told Freakonomics Radio: “My personal view is that the fact that you took the time to install Firefox on your computer shows us something about you… You’ve made an active choice to do something that wasn’t default.”4


A changemaker mindset begins with remembering that there is always light, that the status quo isn’t preordained but rather an invitation to imagine a different way forward.


2. Existing at the Edges


Changemakers innovate at the edges. If you think about the big meaningful problems that can potentially be solved in the twenty-first century—challenges like hunger, water access, climate change, racial justice, political polarization—these are all things that likely won’t be solved by any one single discipline or one single approach. A changemaker mindset helps us recognize opportunities to create change by combining different perspectives, modalities, and ways of seeing the world. Changemakers use their mindset to identify where one discipline ends and another one begins, and to find the opportunities waiting at these edges.


The cofounders of Saathi are finding opportunities for change at the intersection of health and the environment. They set out to address two problems at once: the lack of access to sanitary pads among the majority of women in India and the terribly negative environmental impacts of traditional pads. They developed a new type of pad out of banana fibers, harvested from the stems of banana trees—a much more sustainable option compared with the plastic and bleached wood pulp most pads use. This means that not only are the pads chemical-free, more cost-effective, and widely accessible to local populations around Saathi’s Gujarat headquarters, but the pads naturally degrade within just six months compared with five hundred years or more for traditional pads.


The team found an opportunity when it simultaneously applied lenses from women’s health and sustainability together to address two systemic challenges at once. Cofounder Kristin Kagetsu explained to YourStory why innovation must occur at the edges: “Just a low cost sanitary pad isn’t thinking through the entire life cycle of the product. If you’re going to make a disposable product then you have to care about what happens to it and how it affects the environment. Otherwise, how would we be different from any other sanitary pad maker out there?”5 Saathi is different because it embraces the blurring of disciplines, where the contributions of each way of thinking generate brand-new possibilities. Thinking in traditional ways, within existing silos, might still have resulted in a solid product. But because Saathi’s team innovated at the edges, bringing in multiple disciplines and approaches, it created a powerful building block for change.


3. Learned Hopefulness


Changemakers are inherently hopeful. Changemaking is optimism in action, but it’s not hope alone. It’s hope coupled with purposeful activity. As author Rebecca Solnit describes it, “Hope is not a lottery ticket you can sit on the sofa and clutch, feeling lucky… hope is an ax you break down doors with in an emergency.”6


To be clear, I don’t mean optimism in the traditional binary sense of pessimism versus optimism. Instead, I present this aspect of a changemaker mindset as an alternative to learned helplessness: what I call learned hopefulness. Through developing a way of seeing the world as changemakers and taking actions in service of it, we learn that even when we struggle—especially when we struggle!—we can still keep the candle of hope burning.


This more applied version of optimism is called learned optimism. Developed by the founder of the field of positive psychology, Martin Seligman of the University of Pennsylvania, learned optimism is learning to deal with setbacks in a new way. As my student Hana learned firsthand: Leading change is hard, and setbacks are inevitable. Learned optimism is a powerful aspect of our mindset that can keep us going—to keep us hopeful and keep us continuing to take action even when things don’t initially go our way.


Many changemakers find that a setback—or even a tragedy—is the spark that ignites them. A changemaker mindset reminds them that no matter what happens, we can choose how we respond, including finding hope amid frustration or pain.


Dadarao Bilhore embodies learned hopefulness. His son, tragically, died from injuries while riding on the back of a motorbike through the pothole-filled streets of Mumbai in 2015. Because of heavy rain, the driver couldn’t see the enormous pothole in front of him, resulting in the deadly crash. If anyone ever would have reason to feel helpless amid such an unimaginable loss, it would be Bilhore. But he consciously chose hope and then turned his hope into action. He’s since dedicated his life to filling potholes throughout Mumbai. Not only has he filled hundreds of potholes himself, but he’s also inspired many others to join him in his mission.7 It couldn’t have been easy to find reason to remain hopeful amid such loss, but in doing so he has shown what a changemaker mindset can make possible, both for his son’s legacy and for the hundreds of other parents who—thanks to these fixed potholes—will never know the kind of pain Bilhore has felt.




Learned Optimism


In his famous 1991 book, Learned Optimism, Martin Seligman outlines the three P’s of learned optimism—permanence, pervasiveness, and personalization—all of which help us learn to better process adversity.8 Let’s look at each and see how they applied to Hana’s frustration in trying to create change in her organization.


Permanence. When you experience a setback, do you perceive it as temporary or the result of permanent causes? Here, Hana believed that because one change initiative—her very first—failed, she could no longer trust that any change was possible. By seeing setbacks as temporary, we build our mindset to see that bumps along the way are an inevitable aspect of leading change. Instead of dreading our stumbles, learned optimists remember that these challenges are a necessary aspect of the change process.


Pervasiveness. Do you compartmentalize bad events and radiate good events, or do you do the opposite? Learned optimists are able to experience something negative but isolate it from the other aspects of their work and life. Similarly, when something good happens, they can allow the glow from it to seep into other aspects of their existence. It’s a fine line, but we should be mindful here of toxic positivity, which denies or minimizes the full range of human emotions. Learned optimism allows us to fully embrace negative events as they occur, while giving us a way of seeing them as a catalyst for change. Hana struggled with pervasiveness, as her frustrating experience completely took over other parts of her life, including her studies. But once she was able to isolate the discouragement she felt from the negative events at work, she could then find meaning and growth from her initial setbacks.


Personalization. Do you internalize or externalize blame? To be clear, this isn’t about shirking responsibility but about recognizing that sometimes, despite our very best efforts, we are working in a complex system with many moving parts and many forces outside our immediate control. Here’s where Hana really struggled. Because she wasn’t able to make change happen, she believed it was her fault and she wasn’t worthy of the title of changemaker. In reality, while change absolutely was possible, she was fighting a number of systemic challenges. She was as low on the power hierarchy as could be: an intern. She was in her job for only a couple of months, which made it less likely for senior leadership to invest in her idea. Who knows what else she may have faced—from sexism to a boss in a bad mood. This isn’t to say that she couldn’t have tried other approaches or eventually found a way to make change happen. But learned optimism reminds us that even despite our best intentions, sometimes we experience setbacks nonetheless. The key for a changemaker mindset is to remember we have the choice to reframe our setbacks: Experiencing setbacks doesn’t suggest that we have a character flaw. Rather, they are feedback to remind us to practice courage: To learn and to try again. To continue to be brave enough to be the change.






THE THREE LEVERS OF CHANGE


There are three ways to rapidly accelerate your career and your impact:


The first is to become a changemaker yourself.


The second is to surround yourself with changemakers. You’ll learn later on in the changemaker leadership section of the book (see here) how to identify fellow changemakers, how to collaborate with them, and how to inspire them to join you on your own changemaker journey.


The third and most trailblazing way is to help others around you become changemakers. This can be done formally as well as informally.


Formally, consider Laura Weidman Powers, the cofounder of the nonprofit Code2040. Created in 2012, Code2040’s mission is to close the racial wealth gap by creating opportunities in technology for Black and Brown professionals. Along the way, it has built the largest racial equity community in technology. While many similar programs focus on teaching participants how to code, Weidman Powers thinks differently: The organization she started focuses on changemaker-mindset skills, like overcoming imposter syndrome, building confidence and courage, and making connections with other leaders. Code2040’s focus isn’t on building coders; it’s on building changemakers, whose presence in the tech world will ripple change throughout what it calls the “innovation economy.” “Leadership is not an end, but a means to achieving something beyond yourself,” Weidman Powers has said.9 Indeed, it’s the ability to inspire and equip so many others to be effective changemakers at organizations around the country that will catalyze change simply otherwise unimaginable by a single person.


One of my mentors, Tony Carr, former president of Halloran Philanthropies, embodies informal changemaking. Beyond his traditional career, which also included stints as a hospital executive and an innovative impact investor, Carr has made supporting other changemakers his legacy. A true changemaker himself, Carr doesn’t do anything the prescribed way. Following an introductory email from me, Carr rejected the norm of an email response and simply called me directly (waiting only about ten seconds from the moment I hit SEND, meaning he couldn’t have possibly read my whole email)! Though we had never met, he told me to come visit him in Fresno, give a talk on changemaking to some students, and have lunch with him and a favorite school principal changemaker friend of his. Despite other commitments, I spontaneously said yes right on the spot, and two days later I made the four-hour drive to meet him. And since then, he’s made a point of sending emails, making calls, and checking up on me regularly to make sure I’m continuing to make change and to see if there’s anything I need. This would be exceptional, except that in the case of Tony Carr, this is ordinary—I learned that he supports dozens of changemakers in the same way. He opens his network, his creative brain, and his bottomless well of inspiration to each of us.


This third lever of change—helping others become changemakers—brings us back to Hana. She was still skeptical of ever becoming a changemaker herself, so I encouraged her to really reflect on someone who inspired her for my “Changemaker of the Week” assignment, to remind herself that change is possible. This was a challenge to her fixed mindset, as she would need to overcome the belief that someone else’s success inevitably comes at her expense.


In class, Hana gave a presentation on a person who was completely unknown to the rest of the class, myself included. She chose this person not because she was famous but rather because of her resilience and her ability to persevere past trauma (aspects that especially resonated with Hana). Still questioning herself, Hana submitted her assignment with a note saying that she thought she could have done better. But I couldn’t possibly see how. Her presentation was simultaneously deeply personal and impressively inspiring, deserving the great grade it had earned her.


Ultimately, though, the work of changemaking isn’t graded. The real impacts often come later. This was true in Hana’s case, when another student wrote me a note to specifically say how much Hana’s presentation had inspired her. She, too, had been trying to find her own grounding as a changemaker—to connect her lofty aspirations to what she perceived as her lack of changemaker skills. She identified Hana and her leadership as the type of changemaker she hopes to one day embody.


I shared that note with Hana, and she responded: “I’m not sure how to begin but seeing this note was honestly completely overwhelming. It’s just so incredibly fulfilling and I can’t believe that someone else sees me as a changemaker and finds inspiration in what I did. I’m so moved and so grateful.”


In that moment, Hana realized that, despite all of her resistance, all of her self-limiting beliefs, and all of her doubt and despair, she had just done something remarkable. She had just proven to herself that she, indeed, possessed a changemaker mindset and that no one could take that away from her. In that moment, she became a changemaker.




Changemaker of the Week Assignment


One of my favorite assignments in my Becoming a Changemaker class is called “Changemaker of the Week.” Students prepare a presentation for the class where they select a person who inspires them, and make a persuasive case for why that person is a changemaker. The choice of person is completely up to them: Their changemaker can be famous or known only by a few. They can be alive or dead. They can lead change in any role or sector. It’s up to students to tell us the story of their changemaker and show how this person embodies the traits, concepts, and characteristics they’ve learned in class.


I love this assignment because it means that each semester, every student is introduced to dozens of different changemakers and can see the diverse array of ways in which individuals lead positive change. Imagine you are in my class and have been asked to present on a favorite changemaker. Whom might you choose? What is it about their mindset, leadership, or action that you feel makes them a changemaker? I encourage you to keep this person in mind as you read this book and consider whether and how this person embodies the changemaker concepts we will explore together.


This is also an invitation to take on the extra-credit assignment I offer my students: Once you’ve thought about why this person is a changemaker, consider reaching out to them, via social media, email, or other form of communication. It’s a huge compliment to tell someone why you think they are a changemaker, and students have found that it’s a perfect opening line to begin connecting with individuals who inspire them. Job offers, phone calls, and long-term mentorships have all grown out of this extra-credit exercise. I know it might sound risky at first (if that’s the case for you, keep reading: You’ll learn frameworks in the next chapter to help you take smart risks). If nothing else, even if you don’t get a response, you might just give your favorite changemaker the same magical feeling Hana received when she found out that she made a difference for someone else’s changemaker journey.




















The Changemaker Index



While I love a good inspirational story as much as anyone, I also live in the worlds of academia and traditional business, which are data-driven and empirical. From the very beginning of my changemaker work, I’ve believed in the importance of studying and measuring the results, relying on verifiable data and not just anecdotal evidence. As many data-focused leaders love to say, “You can’t manage what you can’t measure.”


To date, no one has properly studied changemakers, and back in early 2019 I was puzzling over how to best do so.


Sometimes people show up in your life at just the right time, and such was the case for a fortuitous meeting with Calvin Chu Yee Ming, partner at Eden Strategy Institute, a Singapore-based innovation and consulting firm. He was in town for just twenty-four hours and, serendipitously, reached out to grab a coffee. During our chat, we connected over the importance of developing new leaders while also measuring results, and we began brainstorming how to do so in the unique landscape of developing changemakers.


I decided on the spot to collaborate with Calvin and his team. Together with his colleagues Jessica Kalip, Callysta Thony, and Angeline Seah, we created the Changemaker Index in early 2019, which is the first longitudinal study of changemakers ever attempted.


Although we are still early in our undertaking of this long-term study, we already have statistically significant results among students who have taken Becoming a Changemaker.


We went into this with an open mind, not trying to prove anything but rather leaning into our curiosity and simply asking the question: Is it possible for someone to become a changemaker?


We can now say conclusively that—yes!—becoming a changemaker is possible. And we have the data both to prove that it happens and to confidently trace the steps in effectively becoming one.


Changemaking, as a field and as an approach, might feel a bit soft or squishy to some. My hope is that these data are proof of concept that not only is becoming a changemaker possible but that it is measurable, quantifiable, and backed by the research-informed approach you will learn in this book.


The Assessment Tool


The Changemaker Index is a self-assessment instrument. Its key measures are attitudinal, behavioral, and situational. Participants complete the index at the beginning of the semester before the first class; at the end of the semester, after the final class; and annually thereafter. We seek to measure how individuals develop as changemakers throughout the course as well as how they are able to sustain—and even improve—their changemaker abilities in the years following. We correlate the annual post-course index with life events such as promotions, new careers, and even starting families, to look for interesting inflection points.


The index is made up of twenty-five quantitative questions that measure an individual’s development as a changemaker. Individuals also provide demographic information and qualitative responses, to share more about their perceived development and their current needs to continue developing their skills. The five thematic dimensions of the index are:




• Changemaker Awareness. This area measures the extent to which a participant identifies with the changemaker concept in their life and work, and their self-awareness around current changemaker strengths, growth areas, and opportunities for impact.


• Changemaker Mindset. This area measures the extent to which a participant is able to navigate dynamic and rapidly changing environments, and how readily they are able to identify new opportunities for change around them.


• Changemaker Leadership. This area measures the extent to which participants are able to develop a vision for change and then rally others to join them in their efforts—in ways both big and small—irrespective of the participant’s leadership title or formal authority.


• Changemaker Action. This area measures the extent to which participants are able to take those crucial first steps of turning an idea into action, while being able to conceptualize how their idea might grow and scale beyond them.


• Changemaker Effectiveness. This area measures the extent to which participants are able to put the previous four areas into practice to effectively catalyze sustainable change and persevere through inevitable setbacks.




Results


The results of the Changemaker Index have surprised even me. In every single class, along every single dimension, class cohorts have developed as changemakers to a statistically significant degree. While there is an occasional student who stays essentially flat in their own changemaker development, at a population level the data are robust and clear. Not only is it possible to become a changemaker in as little as a few weeks, but, controlling for variables like age, gender, and race, the index conclusively shows that anyone can, to a statistically significant extent, successfully become a changemaker.


What follows are data from the Changemaker Index since its inception. These data are broken down by the five changemaker themes. Mean scores by theme are shown as measured before students took the class and after completing the course.
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	Changemaker Theme

	Pre-Course Mean per Question

	Post-Course Mean per Question

	Pre-Course Standard Deviation

	Post-Course Standard Deviation






	Changemaker Awareness*

	3.99

	4.51

	0.80

	0.69






	Changemaker Mindset*

	3.93

	4.38

	0.84

	0.70






	Changemaker Leadership*

	4.10

	4.48

	0.78

	0.69






	Changemaker Action*

	3.82

	4.37

	0.91

	0.71






	Changemaker Effectiveness*

	3.73

	4.27

	0.99

	0.84







* = statistically significant difference of means test at p < .05


Across all cohorts, from 2019 to 2021, with a total of 619 participants, there are a number of interesting highlights:




• In the baseline evaluation, Changemaker Effectiveness is by far the lowest scoring dimension before students take the course. This makes sense, as my class often attracts students who are eager to become changemakers but who are usually at the beginning of their changemaker journey. Connected to this, we see in the baseline evaluation that one of the highest mean scores out of any of the twenty-five questions is to a question that asks about how inspired they feel to develop personally and professionally as a changemaker (4.62/5). Excitement is high—as is the opportunity to become more effective in leading change.
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