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Introduction


We are in a time of great change. Warp-­speed innovations are changing how we work, shop, and socialize; millions of people are rethinking their careers; businesses are scrambling to meet consumers’ new expectations; cultural shifts have given us new words, new relationships, and a new awareness; and of course, we will long be grappling with the results of a global pandemic. But while these are big things, they’re felt in small and personal ways. We are asking ourselves heavy questions about what we desire, and where we find opportunity, and what we’re willing to sacrifice. All of us have and will experience change that has absolutely nothing to do with the rest of the world—­changes to our friendships, families, homes. Your life, exactly as you know it now, will not exist in a few years. It’s a guarantee.


So, what can you do about it? Through my role as editor in chief of Entrepreneur magazine, I speak to founders, innovators, and businesspeople of all stripes, from mom-­and-­pop store owners to the heads of multinational corporations, as well as the people in the weeds who make the smartest companies smarter. They’re people you’ve never heard of, and some of the most famous names in the world. But they all have one thing in common—­they are good at change. And no matter their size or scale or income level, they all seem to have gone through the same four distinct phases as they experience and value change. These phases also line up with what we all have gone through together over the past few years as our collective world shifted.


The first is the most familiar . . .


Panic!


Absolute, total panic. Our lives became unfamiliar. Our futures became unknowable. Planning felt impossible. And then, phase two . . .


Adaptation


The dust began to clear. We saw what was now possible, and what was not. We began to work with what we had. And then, phase three . . .


New Normal


We got comfortable again, like settling into a pair of new shoes. We established new rules, though we still longed for the old ones. And then, finally, although it may have been slow, we began to reach . . .


Wouldn’t Go Back


When I say “wouldn’t go back,” I do not mean to discount the loss and suffering that so many people experience—­either during Covid, or as a result of any other change. When industries shift and factories close, suffering results. When personal relationships fall apart, or lives or are lost, the emptiness and loneliness can feel inescapable. This is real.


But still, I am here to tell you this: Something recently forced these people to make a change—­and although it was painful and disorienting at first, it ultimately pushed them to rethink their lives and businesses in a positive way. A landscape painter named Meg O’Hara articulated that shift nicely. She told me about how she once made a living doing commissioned paintings for ski resorts—­but when travel shut down in the early days of the pandemic, her business evaporated. She was in her twenties and had just built this career; now she imagined it being over. “I stepped back and let myself freak out for twenty-­four or forty-­eight hours, drank a little wine, and then said, OK, some of the greatest ideas are going to come out of this time,” she told me. “If there was ever going to be an opportunity for me to pivot in an interesting direction, maybe it’s now.” She started marketing her work to individual skiers, worked hard to build relationships with them, and as a result doubled her revenue, was able to hire her first employee, and won a local “30 Under 30” award. “My business has fundamentally changed. I don’t think I can go back,” O’Hara said. I hear people tell similar stories about more personal changes as well—­the woman whose agonizing divorce pushed her to rebuild her social life and create a thriving consulting business; the overworked executive who stepped down from a job that he now admits he wasn’t the right fit for, and now has more time for the things he really enjoys; and the couple who agonized over whether to move their family from Florida to Colorado, changed their minds multiple times, and finally did it—­and are grateful they did. All these people rethought their habits and relationships and what was most important to them. They came away transformed for the better—­and even if they could, they wouldn’t go back to a time before they had this new change.


That’s what I mean by Wouldn’t Go Back. It’s the most important of the four phases. It’s the entire point of the four phases! Some of us are already there; some are not. Even when we get there, a new change may set us back to Panic, and we start all over again. But our goal, collectively, should be to continually move toward Wouldn’t Go Back—­because that’s when we can start recognizing and collaborating on the opportunities of tomorrow, and stop wasting our energy trying to re-­create the past. It is the reason I’m writing this book: I want to help you reach Wouldn’t Go Back. It begins by recognizing that our actions today are building for tomorrow.


This is a book for absolutely anyone facing down an uncertain future, as well as a practical guide for every entrepreneur and aspiring entrepreneur who hopes to help shape the world. As we reach a critical crossroads in history, we must accept that the future is not optional. We can’t opt out of it. In business, culture, and politics, incumbents will fall and new challengers will rise up. The results will be unpredictable, but as individuals, we cannot slow or stop it. We can, however, participate in it and benefit from it.


I understand this isn’t easy. When I started at Entrepreneur magazine in 2015, I wasn’t comfortable with change. I had taken risks during my career, but they were always in a safe, narrow space. I had an unchanging vision of my purpose, my abilities, and my direction. Then I started talking to professional innovators, and I discovered an entirely new way of thinking. Entrepreneurs are adaptable in a way I didn’t think possible; they seemed to have an intuitive understanding of what is important and worth protecting, and what could be discarded into the ocean like a rocket ship’s booster. I’d never considered myself an entrepreneur before, but after a few years of these conversations, I started applying the word to myself. I also started to define entrepreneur differently. It wasn’t a particular job or income level. The definition was simple: An entrepreneur is someone who makes things happen for themselves.


I don’t care what kind of career you have. I don’t care if you work for someone else, or for yourself, or for nobody. If you make things happen for yourself, or if you aspire to do so, then I am talking to you right now. This thinking applies to you. Because even as we all build something for ourselves, we must remember that we’re building on shifting ground. Our foundation will be rocked. We cannot anticipate tomorrow’s needs, but we can anticipate that tomorrow will have needs, and they will be different from today’s. We must start to see instability as a form of opportunity.


In the spring of 2020, during the early days of the Covid pandemic, I witnessed just how powerful this mode of thinking could be. Even as the world seemed to crumble, entrepreneurs began telling me about how they were making valuable changes to their businesses and lives. They were quickly running out of cash, and things they’d spent years building were coming crashing down, but they were on their toes—­the woman who turned her spa into a cannabis dispensary called Hempress Farms, or the brand Goldens’ Cast Iron, which started manufacturing home gym equipment alongside its existing line of grills and fire pits. In short, they were doing anything and everything to identify and solve new problems. I watched this and I wondered: How will their story end?


Back then, of course, there was no way to know what would happen to them. Were they correct or foolish? Was it worth being nimble, or should they have just given up and counted their losses? Only time would tell—­which got me wondering about the past. Things like this had happened before, so what were the results?


I actually spend a lot of time with this question in my work researching and hosting the podcast Build for Tomorrow. The show explores how moments of great change happened throughout history, and how they shape our lives today. I’m continually looking for (and expanding upon in this book) the common threads between the past and the present—­to see how a complete cycle of history played out before our time, and then use it to better understand the challenges and opportunities of today. That’s why, in the early days of the pandemic in 2020, as I struggled to understand how some saw so much potential in the middle of a pandemic, I called up a medieval historian to ask if anything good came out of the absolute worst version of a pandemic that I could think of—­and that, of course, was the bubonic plague of the 1300s. I knew it killed a lot of people. But I didn’t know what came next.


Did anything good really come from the bubonic plague?


The answer to that question helped me fully appreciate the moment that we’re in right now. Because the lesson of that time, just like the lesson of today, is this: The moments of greatest change can also be the moments of greatest opportunity.


Our moment is now—­if only we’re willing to seize it.


The Good That Comes from Bad


You may remember the first part of this from grade school history class. Medieval Europe was an agricultural society with strict layers of hierarchy. Among the tiers: The lords owned the land, and the serfs were their slaves.


Then the year 1348 arrived, and the bubonic plague broke out in Europe. At first, that plague may not have seemed unusual. Cyclical diseases were more common back then. The rich were often able to leave for the countryside, waiting out the disease while the poor suffered and died. But the bubonic plague turned out differently. It killed upwards of 60% of Europe. Rich, poor, lords, serfs—­nobody was spared.


After the worst of it, the lords of course wanted to get their businesses back up and running. They went to their serfs and said: Get back to work! But something was different. Many serfs had died, and there were no longer enough of them for all the lords. This meant the lords had to compete to hire the best labor. “These people who had been serfs, who had been basically slaves, suddenly find their labor in demand—­and they can ask for actual compensation for it,” said Andrew Rabin, a medieval scholar and professor of English at the University of Louisville, when I asked him whether anything good came from this plague. “Because you know, the lord of the manor next door is trying to get the serfs to his manor, and is offering incentives to do so.”


This, Professor Rabin told me, was the very beginning of the employment contract as we know it: It codified the concept that labor has a value, and the people who provide that labor should be compensated for it. Some slaves returned to the land, but others said, screw it—­I work for nobody. Then they moved to the city and started selling cloth and textiles, or transporting food and wine, or trading spices or cookware, or opening banks. They formed the first true merchant class. All this was the good that came out of the bubonic plague. It is, functionally speaking, the reason that I am writing this book (I got paid!) and that you are reading this book (to help you get paid more!). We have the bubonic plague to thank for this.


Of course, 60% of Europe died for us to achieve that. It was an unthinkable loss. And what followed was not an easy or peaceful transition. Still, would we want to go back to a time before the bubonic plague? Before the modern economy as we know it? This is an epic Wouldn’t Go Back moment.


What causes massive shifts like this? Why is crisis such a creator of opportunity? Brian Berkey, an assistant professor in the legal studies and business ethics department at the Wharton School at the University of Pennsylvania, offers a simple but profound explanation: “A crisis like this can shift the window on the options that we are willing to collectively take seriously.”


In other words, a crisis does not create new options. New opportunities are not beamed down from Mars; they don’t come from nowhere. Instead, like remote work, they were always available—­always waiting for us, always possible, but we just didn’t take them seriously before. This is the downside of stability: We get comfortable with one way of doing things, and we are therefore not incentivized to find other ways to do these same things—­even though those other ways might be better, smarter, more humane, more efficient, and more profitable. Moments of change, hard as they may be, are the things that force us onto higher ground.


Here’s a small example. Leigh Ann Cannady founded the Forsyth Academy of Performing Arts in Georgia, where she and her team teach theater to kids. Their class sizes have always been large, because Cannady believed that was better for students and also made more economic sense for her school. But in order to make things safer during the pandemic, she shrank the class sizes—­assuming it would be a temporary change made under duress. Instead, she was shocked by the result: People preferred smaller classes! Teachers were less stressed and students got more individualized attention. Her school even made the same exact amount of money as with larger classes, because smaller classes are easier to fill up, which means she didn’t need to spend as much on marketing.


“We never would have guessed that Covid would bring something so great for our business,” she says. Now she’s at Wouldn’t Go Back. This change, once forced upon her, is now something she’s carrying into the future.


But of course, we cannot rely on moments of crisis to push us forward. That’s a crazy way to live. (Just look at government: There’s rarely a will to act until something is broken, which is why things are always breaking.) Instead, crisis should teach us to become more proactive. Once we discover that forced change can produce good things, we should want to replicate that on our own terms. We should, in theory, feel freer to make change at any time! But . . . we don’t. After a moment of instability, we settle into new routines and new comforts. A breakup leads to a new relationship. Getting fired leads to getting hired. We discover a new opportunity, and then cling to it just as hard as we clung to the previous one, and we often don’t adapt or adjust or revise along the way. We forget the lesson we learned about change—­which all but ensures we’ll have to learn it again.


As a parent, I often marvel at how this plays out in the smallest, most ridiculous, most fundamental ways. For example, there was my son’s reaction to new shoes. Up until the age of five, he’d have a total meltdown whenever we’d buy him new shoes. He kept saying he preferred his old shoes. My wife and I would have to spend days and sometimes weeks cajoling him into his new shoes—­and then, of course, he’d come to like the new shoes and we’d be able to throw the old shoes out. Then the cycle would repeat itself in a few months, when he would outgrow the new shoes (or they would fall apart or become too smelly). Because by then, of course, the new shoes had become the old shoes. “You used to hate the shoes you now love,” I’d always tell him. “That means you’ll love these shoes you now hate.”


It never worked. Logic is no force against emotion.


So how do we break this cycle for ourselves? Tactics and strategies can help, sure, but it really must begin with the belief that nothing can—­or should—­be permanent.


Adam Singolda’s story captures this well. He’s the founder and CEO of Taboola, a company whose name you may not know, but whose products you are familiar with. At the bottom of many news websites, you’ll find links to articles with pointed headlines that you cannot ignore like, “15 Foods You Should Never Eat After Age 30,” which might leave you to wonder, Am I eating those foods?! This is an advertisement that Taboola calls “content discovery.” When you click, you’re taken to another site to read the story. Taboola is the largest such company that facilitates these kinds of ads, and it drives more than $1 billion in revenue each year. But back in 2019, Singolda came close to radically growing his company even more—­and then it all fell apart.


In 2019, Singolda helped engineer a merger between Taboola and its biggest competitor, Outbrain. I spoke with Singolda after the announcement, and he was giddy and full of energy. We talked about his large-­scale plans, and how he’d navigated the deal and secured the CEO role for himself. He detailed how he’d flown to Israel, where Outbrain has a global office (and where Singolda grew up), and how he addressed the team there while wearing a Voltron shirt. Any child of the eighties would appreciate the symbolism: In Voltron, multiple robots form together into an evil-­fighting super-­robot, just as these two companies were now joining forces. “I couldn’t believe that moment,” Singolda said. “It was surreal.”


Less than a year later, the merger was called off—­destroyed by a bunch of complex financial reasons. I caught up with Singolda afterward and asked how he felt. He’d been preparing to lead this much larger company, and I wondered if his original role as Taboola’s leader now felt unsatisfying.


But he surprised me with his answer. Yes, sure, it was hard to lose the merger, he said. A lot of thought and energy went into calling it off. But he put the experience into context. “You have to really believe in your journey,” he said, “and you have to really work hard for your luck.” He told me about his management team, which has been with him for almost ten years. Together, they’ve gone through many ups and downs: There were the times nobody wanted to invest in Taboola, and when sales cycles slowed, and the two or three times they nearly shut the company down. “I’ve seen bad stuff,” Singolda said. “If you’re doing things for the journey, and you have people around you that make you feel invincible, then any loss is just a moment in time. It doesn’t define you.”


He said he thought about Netflix’s early days, when it tried to sell itself to Blockbuster for $50 million. Blockbuster turned the deal down. “I can only imagine [Netflix co–­chief executive] Reed Hastings calling his wife and telling her, like, ‘I failed. I pitched Netflix for $50 million and it didn’t work.’ ” Had Hastings seen that moment as the end of his journey, it would have indeed been a failure. But now we know more of the story: Netflix is a public company worth more than $200 billion. The Blockbuster deal was just a blip along the way.


Singolda has a lot more story to write, too, and it’s why he’s able to shake off unexpected changes. He’s thinking long-­term—­and in 2021, a few months after we spoke, he took the company public.


This is the holistic perspective we need if we want to adapt to change. We must accept that even gigantic, life-­changing shifts are just a part of our journey, and perhaps even an advantageous part. Singolda, like most people, was not born with this instinct. He honed it through a dozen-­plus years of running Taboola, and repeatedly surviving disaster. We all must go through our own version of that process—­first of understanding why we react to change the way that we do, and then laying out a plan to feel more resilient, acting more adaptable, and finally seizing the massive opportunities ahead.


That’s what we’re going to do in this book.


Four Phases to Change


The book is organized around the four phases of change that I gleaned from interviewing successful entrepreneurs, and that it seems we are collectively experiencing while grappling with tectonic shifts in work, culture, and life. Each section contains lessons from history and lessons from today’s great changemakers. Additionally, there are plenty of actionable steps you can take to become more resilient, and ultimately more successful. The four sections are:


Part 1: Panic


This is where we explore why change is terrifying. We’ll look back at moments in history when everyone opposed the things we love today, as well as today’s fears of things we’ll love tomorrow. Through this, we can learn a lot about how we react to change—­and what instincts we must combat.


Part 2: Adaptation


Change is coming. Sometimes we see it approaching in the distance; sometimes it springs up on us suddenly. What do we do during these times? How do we know when change is worthwhile? In this section, we examine our own relationship with change—­and how to feel more grounded.


Part 3: New Normal


Change has arrived. We now accept that it is unavoidable and inescapable. We may feel like our lives are displaced, but we also must build something new for ourselves. Where do we begin?


Part 4: Wouldn’t Go Back


This is our destination. We’ll explore how to reach that Wouldn’t Go Back moment, by finding something so powerfully new that you’ll be thankful for the process.


We may not be able to predict what’s coming, but there is work we can do now. We can begin to build a trust inside ourselves, to feel confidence that we can make the most of the future. Change will always be part of the bargain. We only do ourselves harm by clinging to the past, and by believing that yesterday contained all the answers. It doesn’t. We must build, and there is only one direction to build in. It is toward tomorrow.




PART 1


Panic


You know the feeling.


Change comes and we feel powerless. It’s like fighting an invisible army in the darkness. Where do we even begin? What is even the problem? We don’t feel like we have the time to truly understand the situation, and so all we want to do is make it stop. Then we make one of two irrational decisions: We either go into a defensive crouch and do absolutely nothing, or we make a rash decision that we hope will solve everything.


Neither option tends to work out well.


In this first section of the book, we’ll explore where the panic comes from and how to calm it. But first, let’s look at how panic can compound into gigantic mistakes—­and the result, in one case, was pink margarine.


In the mid-­1800s, the French emperor Napoleon III wanted a butter-­like substance that could travel easily with his soldiers. He offered an award to anyone who could make it, and in 1869, a chemist named Hippolyte Mège-­Mouriès cashed in. He created a concoction out of beef tallow that spread like butter and he named it oleomargarine. Soon this new food—­first called oleo, later called margarine—­traveled across the Atlantic, where it became a lifeline for many Americans.


“If you’re thinking about the early-­nineteenth-­century working-­class person, what they had to eat was a crust of stale bread,” says Megan Elias, the director of the gastronomy program at Boston University. “And putting some kind of fat on that not only made it go down a little easier, but it also gave them nutrients that they weren’t getting otherwise.” These people may have preferred butter, but that was rarely an option. Butter was prohibitively expensive then, and, because this was an era before refrigeration, there was no way to store it for long anyway. Margarine, on the other hand, was cheap and fatty. It was valuable.


The butter industry saw this and panicked. In 1874, the industry declared that every measure must be taken to ensure “supremacy of the dairy in our agriculture”—­and so, they hit the streets. They started fear campaigns, trying to convince people that margarine was unsafe. By the mid-­1880s, they’d helped seventeen states pass some kind of law to regulate margarine, and seven states had outright banned its manufacture and sale. In 1886, Congress passed the Oleomargarine Act, which made the stuff far more expensive to produce and sell. Lobbyists then convinced many states to mandate that margarine be dyed an unappealing color—­usually pink or black, but also red and brown—­so that it would look unappetizing.


Now, maybe you say: That’s not panic; that’s just fierce competition! But I disagree. The butter industry could have stepped back and explored why people preferred this cheap butter-­like substance. It could have taken steps to make its own product cheaper and more accessible, thereby expanding its marketplace. Hell, refrigeration technology was right around the corner—­an innovative butter executive could have pioneered this new cooling process and been a hero to all. But instead, Big Butter saw change and wanted to stop it. That’s panic.


As a result, butter producers slowed down margarine sales . . . for a little. In 1898, the Supreme Court said that states couldn’t actually mandate that margarine be dyed strange colors—­but states could stop margarine from being sold as yellow. From then on, margarine was often sold as white. This helped margarine develop an air of exoticness, which made consumers want it more. People would sneak it across state borders, into places where its sale was banned. And margarine companies found a clever workaround to the coloring laws: They included a packet of food coloring in the jar, so consumers could mix the yellow in themselves, which kids loved. “You had a generation growing up with the idea that butter was this white thing that you mixed yellow color into,” says butter historian Elaine Khosrova. By the 1950s, the tables fully turned: Butter became the subject of health scares, and Americans went on to consume more margarine than butter for five decades.


Butter ultimately made a comeback. But today, dairy producers are in a similar panic about the growth of nondairy “milks” like oat milk and almond milk. As a result, they’re following the same panic playbook: Instead of innovating, they’re pushing laws that limit the use of words like milk. The result will be predictable. When someone tries to stop a change, rather than tries to understand the source of that change, they’ll only hurt themselves in the long run.


Panic is not something to harness, and it is not something to hide from. Panic is something to overcome.


Let’s start.




chapter 1


You Come from the Future


Jesse Kirshbaum’s clients have been in a panic.


This is understandable. They’re musicians, and popular musicians once had relatively straightforward careers: They scored recording contracts, sold their music to fans, maybe also sold it to advertising and television producers, and they toured and hawked swag. As a longtime music agent, Kirshbaum has been in the business of making this business happen. The company he founded, Nue Agency, works with some of the biggest names in entertainment. But the industry’s old tricks are stumbling. Streaming services have decimated CD sales. Record labels aren’t what they once were. As a result, many musicians are furious at the likes of Spotify. And now it’s Kirshbaum’s job to figure out how to fix this mess and make his clients money.


“If you think that change is opportunity,” Kirshbaum said to me, “then what would you say to my clients?”


“Do you know who John Philip Sousa is?” I replied.


Kirshbaum did not. But he should. Sousa was once among the most famous musicians in America, and he, too, felt left behind by a massive shift in the music industry, and he, too, responded with panic. But now that we look back upon his story, we can see just how much energy he wasted.


When we feel panic, I suspect it’s in part because we feel alone. We think we’re experiencing something that nobody else has, and we imagine that there is no playbook for what’s next. We feel like guinea pigs—­and nobody wants to be the guinea pig! We want to be the Tesla driving through a beautiful, mountainous pass, long after somebody else dynamited their way through the rock and smoothly paved the road.


But here’s the surprising truth that’s hard to recognize at the beginning of change: Even when we feel lost, we are, without realizing it, still driving along that smoothed-out mountainous pass. Someone before us already dealt with what we’re dealing with now. There actually is evidence of the path forward. All we need to do is take it seriously.


That’s what really drew me to history. When I started looking backward in time, to moments when other industries were disrupted and other lives were altered, I saw a lot of the same fear and resistance that we see about today’s changes. Today’s fears about privacy and misinformation on the internet? They were expressed in the 1800s about the telegraph. Today’s parental guilt over kids’ addiction to screens? You’ll find 1920s parents bemoaning radio in the same way. With the benefit of hindsight, we can see how panic never led us to solutions—­but it did inhibit people from maximizing their lives. They were so focused on losing the old opportunities, they failed to see new ones.


This helped me coalesce around a theory about change. I call it: You Come from the Future.


As we begin to untangle the panic around change, I want to prove to you that you come from the future. It is a liberating realization. And it all starts with John Philip Sousa.


The Drumbeat of Panic


You, too, may not know much about Sousa. But you do know his music.


Sousa was born in 1854, in an era where all music was performed live. There was no radio when he was born, nor were record players available. If you wanted to hear music then, musicians would need to pick up their instruments and play for you in a one-­time, unrecorded, never-­to-­be-­heard-­again performance. This is how it had always been.


Sousa learned the violin at an early age. At age thirteen, he joined the United States Marine Band. He also studied music privately and learned not just to perform but to compose and to conduct large orchestras. He composed what would become some of the most famous marches in American history. His song “The Stars and Stripes Forever” was designated the national march of the United States of America and his “Semper Fidelis” became the official march of the United States Marine Corps. When a fledgling newspaper called The Washington Post hired him to write a march, he wrote “The Washington Post,” which is still performed regularly today.


All of this made Sousa very famous—­one of the biggest names in music at the time. He was a household name who’d pack concert halls, where his music gave warmth and soul to a nation still healing from the Civil War, and where it would eventually rouse them to patriotic duty during World War I.


But his era was coming to a close. In the early 1900s, two things changed. The first big change was the phonograph, an early version of the record player. With this device, for the very first time in human history, music could be recorded and replayed. Time could be captured. No concert hall was required to hear a concert.


This worried a lot of people. Today we’re concerned that social media frays our social connections, or that artificial intelligence is a dangerous replacement for human work—­and back then, in the early 1900s, those same concerns were applied to the phonograph. “Does not frequent use of the phonograph, especially in continual repetitions of a number, produce inattention in the hearer?” asked The Brooklyn Daily Eagle, echoing many worries of the time. “The music is so easily obtainable by the listener, who sits back and is fed with sweet sounds.”


Next, radio was invented. It broadcast voices and music into people’s homes, which was a completely foreign concept at the time. From the very beginning of civilization, up until the invention of radio, your home was a barrier between you and the world. Nothing from outside was coming in unless you opened your door and welcomed it. Radio changed that.


This terrified Sousa, who made it his mission to destroy these new technologies. He made frequent proclamations about the shortcomings of recorded music, encouraged musicians not to participate, and wrote articles about the dangers it posed to humanity. The way he saw it, this time of change was a threat to our minds and our families. My favorite argument of his was published in Appleton’s Magazine in 1906, where he wrote: “When a mother can turn on the phonograph with the same ease that she applies to the electric light, will she croon her baby to slumber with sweet lullabys, or will the infant be put to sleep by machinery? Children are naturally imitative, and if, in their infancy, they hear only phonographs, will they not sing, if they sing at all, in imitation, and finally become simply human phonographs—­without soul or expression?”


In other words, he believed that technology would replace all forms of performance—­which means that mothers would stop singing to their children, the children would instead grow up to imitate machines, and therefore we’d raise a generation of machine babies.


And the panic didn’t stop there.


You’ve surely heard the phrase live music. It’s common today—­on the billboards of concert halls, on flyers at coffee shops, on Ticketmaster’s website. But the phrase was born out of the same resistance that Sousa had led.


As recorded music technology improved, Sousa wasn’t the only musician who felt threatened. Their careers were suddenly subject to change. Radio stations used to only broadcast live performances—­the musicians were literally inside the studio, playing live for the listeners at home. Movie theaters likewise used live musicians; they’d perform the score of a movie in person, as people watched the screen. But soon, radio stations were playing records and movie theaters were playing soundtracks. Due to a lack of work in the late 1920s, many musicians fell into poverty.


That’s when musicians tried to change the tune. “The whole term live music was actually introduced by the musicians union as a rhetorical attempt to oppose ‘live’ versus ‘dead,’ ” said Mark Katz, a professor of music at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. “They wanted consumers to think of recordings as dead, and them as alive—­and who would choose death over life?” In 1928, Joseph W. Weber, the president of the American Federation of Musicians, framed the change as an existential threat to everyone. Musical machines in theaters, Weber wrote, “constitute a serious menace to cultural growth.” In the 1940s, musicians went on strike twice: No union musicians would go into a studio to record anything.


“So here’s why I’m telling you this,” I said to Kirshbaum, the music agent, after walking through this history. “Your musicians today are worried about losing the thing that a previous generation of musicians tried to stop.”


Sousa and his peers saw recorded music as an existential threat, but they were wrong. This technology was a musician’s best friend. It enabled musicians to scale their work; a musician couldn’t perform in every corner of the globe, but they could sell records (and later stream music) anywhere. With recorded music, a musician could literally make money in their sleep. Sousa himself eventually figured this out. In truth, it seems, a lot of Sousa’s resistance might have been rooted in his own financial fears. People bought a lot of sheet music back then, and that made Sousa a lot of money. This new technology seemed to threaten those sales. “Then he realized he could make a lot of money from the recordings,” Katz said. “So although in 1906 he railed against the phonograph, in the 1920s he praised it because suddenly he was making a lot of money off recordings. Perhaps he loosened up because his fears weren’t realized, or perhaps he saw that he could make money off this thing that at first seemed a threat.”


Then a lot of other people started making money, too. Recorded music technology also birthed a new generation of music-­related jobs that previously didn’t exist—­studio musicians, audio engineers, studio managers, radio promoters, DJs, manufacturers of recording equipment and software, and more. Did some musicians lose their jobs in this transition? Yes. But they were replaced with a variety of jobs for a far wider range of people.


This evolved into a robust music industry. Records gave way to tapes, which gave way to CDs, which peaked in the year 2000 with more than 900 million discs shipped. Then CDs gave way to iTunes sales, which gave way to Spotify and other streaming services, which is where we are now, but surely is not where we’ll stop. Musicians are angry about all this change, and that’s understandable. An album release doesn’t mean what it used to anymore, and it’s much harder to make money on streams alone.


But nothing can be counted on forever, and that includes the things that feel foundational and unquestionable. Record sales weren’t some natural order of the world, woven into our DNA. They were a blip—­ a brief moment in time, squeezed in between the decline of Sousa and the rise of Spotify. In the grand history of musicians earning a living off of music, the storage and sale of a physical object that contained a limited amount of music was an abnormality. It was a weird little thing that worked pretty well during a particular moment in time.


This is all we ever have, really. Everything we’re comfortable with, everything we’re familiar with, everything we think is proper and correct and natural—­it was all a weird little thing that worked pretty well during a particular moment in time.


And that is it.


This is our history: It is us defending weird little things over and over again. The ice industry began with people literally chopping ice out of lakes in the winter and then storing it for summertime sales—­and then those people demonized the new refrigeration industry, once machines were able to make ice all year round. They simply couldn’t envision how refrigeration would revolutionize the food industry, giving many more people the opportunity to work in it. The movie industry vehemently opposed the VCR, thinking it would destroy movie theater attendance. Instead, it birthed a vital new source of revenue for movie studios. Examples like this are endless. People opposed mirrors. (They make people too vain!) People opposed pencil erasers. (Kids will become careless with their handwriting!) People even opposed watches. (Too addictive!)


Now look at us today. We are the product of all these changes. The clothing we wear, the lifestyles we choose, the music we listen to, the technology we use, the places we go, the words we use—­all of this was once new, and therefore scary, and therefore opposed by a previous generation. All of it represented change. All of it was considered bad.


But do we think we’re bad? Of course not! We think we’re good. We’re made up of all the good things—­the familiar, comfortable, necessary things. The things we grew up with. The things we understand. Then when change comes to us, we instinctively recoil. We say, “No! You can’t change this! These are all the good things!”


In short, we repeat the mistakes of the past.


You want to see what change actually looks like? Look at yourself. You come from the future. You are the product of that change! Now follow the logic of that. If you think you’re good, then you are the living evidence that change can be good. This means that the next wave of change is not inherently bad. If it is not inherently bad, then it must present a range of opportunities. And you have the ability to participate in and help shape those opportunities right now.


This should be liberating, because once we accept how true this is, we can use it as our guide through another truism of the future. It goes like this: The future is not optional.


Change is coming. It’s here. It cannot be stopped! And when it comes for us, we really only have two choices—­to embrace it, or to fight a losing fight.


So that’s what I said to Kirshbaum, the music agent. Do not panic. Do not focus on what is lost. Focus instead on what can be gained, so you can get there first. And a year after we spoke, he did exactly that: He handed off his agency’s day-to-day business, stepped into a partner role, and then took a job as CMO of a startup called Dreamstage, which aims to reinvent the virtual concert business. “I wanted to be better positioned for where I think the industry is going,” he said.


And how do you better position yourself for where things are going? We’ll get there later in the book. First, let’s investigate exactly how our panic can impact us. Because while panic is not productive, the results of panic are definitely instructive.




chapter 2


Why We Keep Panicking


Do you remember Facebook Depression?


It was all anyone could talk about in 2011. Twitter was obscure and confusing, Instagram was just one of many little photo-­sharing apps, and Snapchat and TikTok didn’t exist. Nobody could imagine Facebook ultimately becoming a force in politics; it was simply the website that hoovered up people’s time and memories. More than a million photos were typically uploaded every day back then—­and more than 750 million photos were uploaded on New Year’s Eve weekend alone. But then the news got dark. Researchers began connecting Facebook use to a decline in mental health, and that made headlines around the world.


“As if being a teenager wasn’t hard enough,” said the news anchor of ABC Action News in Tampa Bay, Florida, “doctors are now warning teens: Their Facebook obsession could lead to depression.”


“ ‘Facebook Depression’ Seen as New Risk for Teens,” shouted a CBS News headline. “Pediatricians Should Discuss ‘Facebook Depression’ with Kids,” urged Time magazine.
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