


[image: images]






[image: images]



[image: images]




To Josephine and Lela,


the shining stars who brighten my world
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INTRODUCTION


Rise Up!




I am not throwing away my shot.


LIN-MANUEL MIRANDA, Hamilton




Alexa, who was Alexander Hamilton?




“Alexander Hamilton was an American statesman and one of the Founding Fathers of the United States.”1




Lin-Manuel Miranda, who was Alexander Hamilton?




“A bastard, orphan, son of a whore and a Scotsman, dropped in the middle of a forgotten spot in the Caribbean by providence, impoverished, in squalor . . .”




Siri, who was Alexander Hamilton?




“Alexander Hamilton was an American statesman and one of the Founding Fathers of the United States.”




Lin-Manuel Miranda, who was Alexander Hamilton?




“The ten-dollar Founding Father without a father. Got a lot farther by working a lot harder. By being a lot smarter. By being a self-starter . . . young, scrappy and hungry.”




Siri and Alexa are digital personal assistants that live in the cloud; Lin-Manuel Miranda is a human composer who lives in our hearts.


Powered by artificial intelligence, Siri and Alexa do their jobs remarkably well. They retrieved the same answer to the question in the blink of an eye. By turning breath into bytes, encoding speech into digital packets, identifying key words, and matching those words against a vast amount of retrievable data, these digital assistants came up with an answer that had the highest probability of being accurate. And they both agreed on it.


Alexa, Siri, and their more “cognitive” cousin, IBM’s Watson, respond to queries much faster than any human ever will. But Miranda’s job is different; his job is to make you feel.


Miranda combines words and ideas in a way no human has ever done and no computer can ever match. For example:




•  On vacation in Mexico, Miranda visited a bookstore and randomly chose Ron Chernow’s biography of the American Revolutionary War hero Alexander Hamilton. Miranda was “thunderstruck.” He imagined a direct line between Hamilton writing his way off the island of St. Croix and the pioneers of rap music writing their way out of poverty.


•  Miranda chose to write his famous musical Hamilton as hip-hop because it’s the language of ambition, defiance, and rebellion. It has the most words per measure of any musical genre, which makes it uniquely suited to reflect the density of Hamilton’s writing.


•  America’s Founding Fathers were white men, but Miranda deliberately cast black and Latino actors to play them. Hamilton is the story of America then told by people who live in America now.


•  Each character raps or sings in a distinct vocal style that reflects their personality. George Washington’s style is deliberate and controlled, a combination of the hip-hop artist Common and the singer-songwriter John Legend. Hamilton is modeled after Miranda’s favorite polysyllabic rhyming heroes, Rakim and Eminem. The character of Lafayette (who left the French aristocracy at the age of 19 to join the American Revolution) is unsure of himself early in the musical. When we first meet Lafayette, he raps in a simple, early 1980s rap cadence. As he grows in confidence, the character of Lafayette becomes a “Rap God,” singing rhymes in double and triple time. The character of King George III does not rap. Why would he? He’s not rebelling. King George walks on stage as though he’s wandered in from another musical. He sings his ballad “You’ll Be Back” in a throwback British pop sound.


•  Alexander Hamilton wrote in long paragraphs. Miranda wrote the first verse of Hamilton as a “crazy, run-on sentence” of 37 words.


•  Miranda spent more than one year writing Hamilton’s signature song, “My Shot.” Miranda says it’s the “Rosetta Stone” of Hamilton’s brain, and, to prove that Hamilton was the most fearsome intellect in the room, Miranda felt that every couplet, every verse, had to live up to Hamilton’s verbal dexterity.




Hamilton is a leap of imagination, a somersault into the world of creativity. Miranda has a gift. He makes us feel differently about ourselves and the world we live in. In this book, I’ll build the case that we all have that gift: the potential to move people, excite them, and ignite their imagination. You will also learn why the world’s most successful people say that accessing the gift is the key to thriving in an ultra-competitive global economy in which rapid technological advances are disrupting every industry, business, and career. The scholars, neuroscientists, economists, historians, entrepreneurs, investors, and leaders who you will meet all agree: Mastering the ancient art of persuasion—combining words and ideas to move people to action—is no longer a “soft” skill. It is the fundamental skill to get from good to great in the age of ideas.


Master the Ancient Art of Persuasion to Thrive in the Modern World


This book evolved from conversations with people who are stars in their fields, and who credit superior communication skills for much of their success. They lead companies like Google, Airbnb, and McKinsey. They are investors who have funded the world’s most admired startups. They are astronauts who look down at the Earth from 250 miles in space, and they are scientists on Earth who look up at the stars to explore worlds outside of our solar system. They are recent college graduates thriving in their first jobs, mid-level career professionals getting promoted above their peers, and people leaving their jobs to start successful businesses or nonprofit adventures. They are Navy SEALs and CEOs, scholars, writers, adventurers, explorers, and trailblazers. They stand out. They are exceptional.


While writing this book, I was invited to join a team of elite U.S. military officers attending a secretive class in a remote air force base in the desert. Carefully selected from the top 1 percent of the air force, army, and navy, the students were being trained to help the country avoid massive conflicts. Two of my previous books were among the assigned course material: Talk Like TED and The Storyteller’s Secret. “These men and women will be asked to analyze, write, and present their findings to political leaders, generals, admirals, and the president,” an instructor told me. “In many cases, they’ll get ten minutes or less. They’re often the smartest people in the room, but if they can’t make a persuasive argument quickly and concisely, it could have catastrophic consequences.” It’s worth repeating: The ancient art of persuasion is not a soft skill. It’s fundamental.


Why “ancient”? In the last 20 years, the advent of functional magnetic resonance imaging (f MRI) has given researchers the ability to see brain activity in real time. Scientists studying blood flow in the brain have now discovered the secrets to effective communication—the exact reasons why certain words, speakers, and styles make an emotional connection with the rest of us. According to scientists, while the tools we use to communicate have evolved, the way our brains are wired to consume information has not. Become a great communicator by mastering the art and science of persuasion and you’ll thrive in the modern world.


At no time in history have interpersonal communication skills been as important as they are today. In the Agrarian Age, a farmer who ploughed the field a little better than their neighbor could not acquire significantly more wealth. In the Industrial Age, a factory worker who assembled widgets a little faster than the person next to them could not acquire significantly more wealth. Today, anyone, anywhere in the world, who is a little better at expressing their ideas can see a sudden, massive increase in wealth that is unprecedented in human history.


In the twenty-first century knowledge economy, you are only as valuable as your ideas. The ability to convince others that your ideas matter is the single greatest skill that will give you a competitive edge at a time when the combined forces of globalization, automation, and artificial intelligence trigger a wave of anxiety across every profession in every country. In the next decade, your ideas—and the ability to articulate those ideas successfully—will count more than ever. Persuaders are irreplaceable.


Persuaders Are Irreplaceable


For business professionals today, average performance only guarantees below-average results. “In the past, workers with average skills, doing an average job, could earn an average lifestyle. But, today, average is officially over,” writes New York Times columnist and bestselling globalization expert Thomas Friedman.2 “Everyone needs to find their extra—their unique value contribution that makes them stand out in whatever is their field of employment.”


The phrase average is over is more than a catchphrase, says economist Tyler Cowen. He argues that the irreversible forces of intelligent machines and economic globalization should lead you to ask the following key questions: “Are you good at working with intelligent machines or not? Are your skills a complement to the skills of the computer, or is the computer doing better without you? Worst of all, are you competing against the computer?”3 According to Cowen, “If you and your skills are a complement to the computer, your wage and labor market prospects are likely to be cheery. If your skills do not complement the computer, you may want to address that mismatch.” Consider this book the solution to the mismatch.


The very nature of work is changing, and so are the skills required to stand out, get ahead, and achieve greatness in one of the most transformative moments in history. If you can persuade, inspire, and ignite the imagination of others, you will be unstoppable, irresistible, and irreplaceable.


Anthony Goldbloom is a world-renowned expert in using big data to tackle big tasks. His company, Kaggle, uses predictive modeling to solve complex problems for NASA, automakers, insurance companies, and drug and medical device manufacturers, among others. No problem is too big for Kaggle’s team of scientists to resist tackling. Goldbloom, named by MIT as one of the top 35 innovators in the world, believes that “machine learning” is the most powerful branch of AI and will be responsible for much of the disruption we can expect to see in the workplace. Machine learning is the technology that allows machines to learn from data and, in some cases, mimic things humans can do. Kaggle operates on the cutting edge of machine learning, which gives Goldbloom a unique perspective on what machines can do and what they can’t.


“By construction, machines are very good at learning things that have been done before and repeating them again and again and again,” Goldbloom told me.4 “But in order to touch somebody emotionally, you have to surprise people. Machines have made very little progress in tackling novel situations. They can’t handle things they haven’t seen many times before.”


One project undertaken by the Kaggle community of data scientists demonstrated the promise—and limitations—of machine learning. In a competition co-sponsored by the Hewlett Foundation, scientists were invited to create software that could grade a student-written essay as well as or better than a human evaluator. It’s an important area of software development. The Hewlett Foundation is a philanthropy dedicated to providing America’s public school students with the skills they need to excel in the twenty-first century. Chief among those skills are critical thinking and effective communication. One way to improve the quality of instruction in those areas is to move from multiple-choice tests to essays, which require higher-level thinking and writing skills. However, grading essays by hand is expensive and time consuming. That’s why Hewlett challenged the Kaggle community to take their best shot at automating the task of scoring essays.


The results of the Kaggle/Hewlett challenge were promising.5 The winning software evaluated 22,000 hand-scored essays. By analyzing sentence structure, spelling, and punctuation, the software did a reasonably good job of replicating scores given by human graders, especially for the average essay. But according to Goldbloom, the algorithm came up short in one crucial area. It failed to recognize essays that were above average—unusual, novel, and groundbreaking. In fact, creative essays received lower grades than they actually deserved! Machines learn from crunching large amounts of existing data while we humans use our imaginations to propose and communicate novel ideas that, by definition, have never been seen before. “We can connect seemingly disparate threads to solve problems,” says Goldbloom.6 “This puts a fundamental limit on the human tasks that machines will automate.” If a computer can recognize average, it can replicate average. Average simply isn’t good enough to stand out in the digital age.


In another essay experiment, this time in Japan, mathematician Noriko Arai sparked a wave of anxiety when she built an AI system that outperformed 80 percent of high school students in a competitive college entrance exam. The “Todai Robot” scored in the top 1 percent in the math and science section of the exam and could write a 600-word essay better than most students. Despite these results, Arai is convinced that humans can thrive in an AI-saturated world if they reconsider the types of skills they must master. In Arai’s experiment, she discovered that AI did better than 80 percent of students because it could retrieve facts more quickly and accurately, which is what most students are taught to do—memorize facts and repeat them. But Todai failed to beat the 20 percent of students who stood out because they could think creatively and extrapolate meaning “beyond the bounds of a question.”7 In other words, AI doesn’t read or think as humans do. The Todai Robot recognizes keywords and combines text and facts retrieved from existing information to provide an answer to a question. According to Arai, if “knowledge” means memorizing and retrieving facts, then AI can do what humans do, only better. She says the skills that give humans an edge are those that no robot or machine can currently replace: critical thinking, creativity, and communication.


Machines are fast; humans are creative. Machines glean insights from data; humans shed light on what the data means. Machines teach us about the past; humans build the future. Machines make us more productive; humans improve the world in imaginative, unexpected ways. Lin-Manuel Miranda didn’t win a MacArthur Foundation Genius Award for writing a song faster than a computer. He won for igniting and inspiring the human spirit.


A Tectonic Shift Is Here


Emotional connection is, indeed, the winning ticket in a world where technologies such as automation, big data, artificial intelligence, and machine learning are eliminating millions of jobs and disrupting entire industries, businesses, and careers. People around the world are understandably anxious about the pace of change and what it could mean for the future of work. The good news is that fears of a “robot apocalypse” might be overblown, at least according to the evidence we have from the last 500 years.


Every technological shift has destroyed jobs, but also created more new jobs than were previously available. Economists studying the history of innovation as far back as the 1500s in Europe have found that, in those cases where new products and services sparked the highest anxiety, new job growth was also higher than expected. In the 1970s, Automated Teller Machines (ATMs) were widely expected to reduce the number of bank branches and human tellers. Today, banks employ more tellers than they did in 1980, but their roles have changed. Relationship management has replaced simple transactions. The disruption that technology triggers is very real and very scary for many. But in every economic shift—and especially in the digital revolution—communication skills become more valuable, and not less.


The exponential growth in technology has made our lives immeasurably better. By almost any metric today is the greatest time to be alive . . . ever. But unprecedented progress has also triggered what consulting firm Towers Watson calls a “tectonic shift” in global business; a shift that demands new skills from the twenty-first-century workforce.


In a detailed analysis of more than 700 occupations, Oxford researchers concluded that automation will eliminate 47 percent of jobs that humans do today.8 Let me say that again for emphasis: nearly half of all jobs performed by humans are on the road to elimination in the next decade. This is the extension of a process that started with blue-collar workers, men and women who used their hands, whose jobs are now done by machines. In the near future, automation may replace 140 million full-time knowledge workers around the world, whose work can be done more quickly and efficiently by “smarter” cognitive systems. The research suggests the risk will be the same across countries, regions, and nearly every field from transportation to technology, from healthcare to retail, and from law to finance.


“I think people are going to be surprised at how fast machine learning is going to displace routine jobs,” says Neil Jacobstein, chair of the artificial intelligence and robotics department at the Silicon Valley think tank Singularity University.9 “We’re talking about a transition that’s going to occur over the next 10 to 15 years that is really significant.”


While it’s difficult to predict exactly which jobs will be automated out of existence and over what time frame, we can predict which roles humans will want filled by other humans. People who know how to talk—and talk well—will be rewarded, and those with the ability to inspire people—to ignite another person’s imagination—will be especially well positioned. “Machines can learn to read human emotion, but they don’t have human emotions. It’s a very important distinction,” says Jacobstein.10


The hard data show that “soft skills” are in high demand. In one study of 400 human resource (HR) and recruiting professionals, 94 percent said an employee with stronger communication skills has a better chance at being promoted to a leadership position than an employee with more years of experience but weaker verbal skills.


Company leaders across the board say it’s difficult to find applicants who can communicate clearly and precisely, inspiring and engaging co-workers and customers. “These traits can make the difference between a standout employee and one who just gets by,” according to The Wall Street Journal.11 “While such skills have always appealed to employers, decades-long shifts in the economy have made them especially crucial now. Companies have automated or outsourced many routine tasks, and the jobs that remain often require workers to take on broader responsibilities that demand critical thinking, empathy or other abilities that computers can’t easily simulate . . . it’s really the more fundamental skills like communication that seem to matter the most.”12


A study by Burning Glass, a software company that matches people with jobs, revealed that employers face a real skills gap. The research combed through millions of job postings on social media. It found that in the most technical careers (IT, healthcare, engineering, finance), writing and communication skills were highly valued, “far more than you’d expect based on standard job profiles.” However, the same survey found that people with such skills—which they called the “human factor”—were “notoriously hard to find.”13


Survey after survey, study after study, arrive at similar conclusions. And yet, according to a Hay Group study, “Poor communication skills hinder Millennials in the workplace. The Hay study of 450 Human Resources Directors in the U.S., India, and China concluded that 80 percent of HR professionals are having trouble finding graduate and entry-level employees who have technical proficiency and communication skills. “Social and emotional competencies are vital to future business success, but can be lacking in today’s graduates.”14 In addition, 92 percent of HR directors believe emotional and social skills are increasingly important as globalization accelerates and organizational structures change, which leads them to conclude that entry-level graduates with communication skills are “worth their weight in gold.” The vast majority of those surveyed say graduates who do not develop emotional and social skills quickly will never be high performers, especially those in more complex roles. The communication skills gap is real, but so is your ability to bridge the gap.


“If you have the ability to communicate ideas that grab people’s attention, then you won’t be replaced anytime soon,” says data expert Anthony Goldbloom.15 “The unusual person will jump out,” says billionaire Warren Buffett.16 “And it’s not because they have an IQ of 200 or anything like that. You will jump out, much more than you can anticipate, if you get really comfortable with public speaking. It’s an asset that will last you 50 or 60 years and it’s a liability if you don’t like doing it.”


Early in his career Buffett himself was so terrified of speaking in public, he signed up for a public-speaking course. He dropped out of the course on his first try because he was too afraid to speak up. Buffett worked up his courage a second time and completed the course. Today in Buffett’s office he doesn’t have a framed diploma of his college or business degrees, but he proudly displays his public-speaking certificate.


Speaking to a class of business students at Columbia University, Buffett said, “Right now I would pay $100,000 for ten percent of the future earnings of any of you, so if you’re interested, see me after class. Now, you can improve your value by 50 percent just by learning communication skills—public speaking. If that’s the case, see me after class and I’ll pay you $150,000.”17 Buffett was reinforcing the point that mastering the art of public speaking is the single greatest skill a person can acquire today to boost their career in the future.


Entrepreneurs and small business owners, CEOs, and managers are only as valuable as their ideas. As automation replaces much of the work we used to do by hand, your ideas matter more than ever. If you cannot persuade others to back those ideas and if you cannot excite others, motivate, and inspire them, then you’ll never fulfill your destiny. Bridge the skills gap and you’ll shine in the marketplace of ideas.


The good news is that standing out through persuasion requires developing empathy with your listeners, a skill that “artificial” intelligence cannot replace. Machines don’t have a heart; storytellers do.


Five Stars Is for Those Who Believe Their Ideas Matter


Throughout the book I use the term “five stars” to describe the unique leaders, entrepreneurs, business professionals, and brands who stand out, who occupy their own universe. In some cases, they are the leaders who run companies that achieve five-star reviews, literally. You will meet CEOs, leaders, and entrepreneurs behind five-star brands in hospitality, healthcare, and many other industries. I also use “five stars” as a metaphor. For example, you’ll learn how business professionals who occupy the top jobs in their fields were average or good communicators and transformed themselves into great ones. Their ability to get buy-in for their ideas is a skill that sets them apart. You’ll meet sales stars who were once in the middle of the pack and catapulted themselves to the top of their profession. You’ll meet employees who get promoted above their peers, again and again. You’ll meet managers who rise to the top 1 percent in ultra-competitive fields. You’ll meet CEOs who have completely reimagined and reinvented entire business categories. You’ll meet entrepreneurs whose companies are among the 0.5 percent of startups that received venture capital funding (and you’ll hear directly from the investors behind the world’s most admired companies). You’ll also meet TED speakers, scientists, experts, and billionaires who credit their communication skills for catapulting their careers. Best of all, you’ll learn the specific techniques they use to sell their ideas.


Five Stars is divided into three parts.


Part One: Why Great Communicators Are Irreplaceable


In the four chapters in Part One, we’ll explore how ideas built the modern world. You will hear from top scientists, economists, historians, and business leaders who believe that—in the age of ideas—your ability to communicate persuasively is the single greatest skill that will set you apart in the next decade.


We’ll also begin our discussion of the ancient brain. More than 2,300 years ago the Greek philosopher Aristotle argued that human beings are language animals and that “rhetoric”—persuasion—is an art and a science. Remarkably, most of the research conducted today in the science of persuasion and the brain reinforces Aristotle’s original thesis. In Part One, you will learn why Aristotle’s communication method remains as effective today as it was thousands of years ago.


Part Two: Who’s Earned Five Stars


The five chapters in Part Two are divided into categories. Each category features individuals (and brands) who are five-star communicators. These standouts include: scientists, entrepreneurs, professionals, leaders, and TED stars, all of whom have inspired audiences through dynamic communication. They’re all people and brands whose stories you’ll want to hear. Along the way, you’ll begin to recognize people from within your company or community who achieve five-star performance. They are the ones who command respect, inspire teamwork, and attract attention for their ideas and projects. They are the ones who create a virtuous cycle of successful results: (1) they persuade people to support their ideas, which helps them (2) launch creative innovations that further the goals of the organization, as well as (3) attract resources, funding, and support, which (4) elevates their status and reputation. And the cycle repeats itself again, and again, and again.


Part Three: How to Get from Good to Great


In Part Three you will learn specific, actionable methods to build the one skill that makes us uniquely human, the one skill that will propel you farther and faster in your career or chosen field. Most people who read this book likely have average or above-average communication skills. But today, average isn’t good enough, and neither are skills that are a little better than average. Most people are perfectly happy living an average life. Average is comfortable and complacent. But Part Three is for the movers and doers, the explorers and adventurers. It’s for those who want to propel their careers—and the world—forward. They’re not content to watch. They want to lead. If earning five stars is your goal, this section will help you to achieve it.


Remember, in the twenty-first-century knowledge economy, no machine, no software, no robot can replicate your ideas. But if you cannot sell your ideas persuasively, it doesn’t matter.


As Wharton psychology professor Adam Grant argues, “originality” requires championing a set of novel ideas that go against the grain. Originals run up against a common hurdle: the human bias to remain in the status quo. “When you’re pitching a novel idea or speaking up with a suggestion for change, your audience is likely to be skeptical.”18 If you cannot persuade people to buy into your vision, it will have damaging consequences for your career, your company, your industry, or the world, which may never stand to benefit from your idea. Developing original ideas and communicating those ideas effectively is the single greatest skill you can build today to own your future.


In a world of uncertainty, it’s important to not lose sight of who we are. More than 3,000 years ago, Polynesian adventurers left their island home in outrigger canoes to cross thousands of miles of ocean. They populated modern-day Fiji, Hawaii, New Zealand, and hundreds of islands in the South Pacific. Remarkably, they did so with no maps, compasses, or GPS. They used the stars to chart their positions. The key to “wayfinding” is to remember where you started. To know where you’re from is to know where you’re going.


Why did these people risk their lives to venture thousands of miles from home? A five-hour plane trip today would have required 30 days at sea in a small canoe. Surely these travelers had to have a compelling reason. Famine? War? Overpopulation? Historians believe the strongest motivator may have been the spirit of adventure. We are natural explorers. The desire to discover something new is in our DNA. It will never leave us.


In a sense, we’re all navigators—finding our way in a new world that is changing more rapidly than at any time in human history. Technological innovations are improving every aspect of our lives and disrupting entire fields, too. But if you can keep one eye on the stars and the other on where you’re from—the qualities that make you uniquely human—it’s likely that you’ll embark on an epic adventure, and take the rest of us along for the ride.


Five Stars is for those who believe that their ideas matter. It’s for men and women, students and entrepreneurs, teachers, managers, and leaders who want to gain a competitive edge in the age of ideas. No computer will replace you and no competitor will outsell you. Mastering the ancient art of persuasion will make you irreplaceable and irresistible. It will make you more likely to land the job of your dreams, build a career, start a company, evangelize an idea, rally a team, and pitch an innovative solution to a stubborn problem. You will stir people’s souls. You will thrive, grow, and boldly lead others into the future. You will rise up into the fullness of your potential and achieve greatness.




PART ONE


WHY GREAT COMMUNICATORS ARE IRREPLACEABLE
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1


POET, POWER, AND MOONSHOTS




We have it in our power to begin the world over again.


—THOMAS PAINE




Alexander was a slightly built man with a grand plan.


He seemed younger than his 19 years as he climbed onto the platform and looked out at his audience of farmers and merchants, many of whom viewed him with a mix of skepticism and contempt. He would need to combine his passion and skills to build his case to a sharply divided audience. One-third of his listeners that day agreed with his opinion. The other two-thirds strongly disagreed or felt neutral about the subject. Alexander faltered at first. But as his confidence built, his rhetoric soared. He was an avid reader who loved poetry. He was known to have a “facility with words” that freed him from his humble birth and placed him among the giants of the time. On this day, his powers of persuasion allowed him to convert a largely hostile audience.


Alexander Hamilton’s speech took place on July 6, 1774. He had taken a break from his college classes to argue for a boycott against British goods. “When his speech ended, the crowd stood transfixed in silence, staring at this spellbinding young orator before erupting in a sustained ovation.”1 Hamilton, whose spirit Lin-Manuel Miranda would resurrect 240 years later, “commanded attention with the force and fervor of his words.” According to historian Ron Chernow, “no other articulated such a clear and prescient vision of America’s future.”2 Hamilton’s gift was to combine words and ideas to stir people’s imagination.


Hamilton, along with Thomas Jefferson, Thomas Paine, Samuel Adams, and other gifted writers and speakers of the American Revolution, were influenced by the poets and philosophers who gave rise to the Enlightenment. The “trinity” of Francis Bacon, Isaac Newton, and John Locke taught America’s founders to wrap their ideas in the radical rhetoric of rebellion. By doing so, they unleashed a wave of free ideas that built upon one another to usher in the greatest period of progress civilization has ever seen.


In 1835, the French sociologist Alexis de Tocqueville observed that “Every American is eaten up with longing to rise.” One of these Americans was a young man born to a poor family in a log cabin. Abraham Lincoln studied the words of the founders, which he would later invoke in the Gettysburg Address, a speech that would remake the country. According to historian Doris Kearns Goodwin, Lincoln was a gifted storyteller who articulated his vision of a free society with contagious emotion. Lincoln’s communication skills transformed a self-described “prairie-lawyer” into one of the greatest presidents of U.S. history. The ideas that shaped America didn’t advocate for themselves.


Ideas built the modern world and it’s the power of ideas that will build the world of tomorrow. But ideas in the absence of eloquence will fall on deaf ears.


One hundred and eighty-five years after poets and writers, orators and leaders ignited the flame of freedom, another son of Boston ignited the spirit of adventure. Robert Frost wrote that John F. Kennedy’s election heralded “a golden age of poetry and power.” Frost was right. In the speeches that Kennedy delivered to inspire the country to build a moon program, Kennedy translated his ideas into language that fueled one of the greatest achievements in human history. Recently scholars have identified some of his most effective rhetorical techniques.


I’m Not Mopping Floors; I’m Putting a Man on the Moon


Charlie Mars couldn’t wait to get up and get back to work each morning. He’d graduated from Vanderbilt University with a bachelor’s degree in electrical engineering. Five years later he joined NASA as a project engineer. Though he would never set foot on the moon, or travel in a rocket, or enjoy a ticker tape parade, years later, Mars spoke about the experience with the awe of someone who had done all three. “One of the things we had in common was a goal. We’re going to the moon. We’re putting a man on the moon! It so captured our imagination, and our emotion,” Mars recalled.3


Wharton management professor Andrew Carton stumbled upon Mars’s story as he pored over 18,000 pages of documents, transcripts, and internal NASA memos from the Apollo program, America’s ambitious initiative, begun in 1961, to put a man on the moon. Carton noted a common thread among the writings of Mars and the other NASA employees across all functions—accountants and administrators, clerks and engineers. They’d all been profoundly inspired by the words of one man: John F. Kennedy.


When Neil Armstrong took one giant leap for mankind on June 20, 1969, it was the final step of a process that began when one leader with a bold idea lit the collective imagination of the 400,000 people who could turn it into reality. Carton identified the rhetorical formula behind Kennedy’s successful communication and explained how his speaking skills triggered massive action.


First, “Kennedy reduced the number of NASA’s aspirations to one.”4 When NASA was established in 1958, it had several objectives, among them to establish superior space technology, to achieve preeminence in space, and to advance science. Kennedy chose to focus on the single goal of sending humans to the moon and returning them safely to Earth. It’s easier to rally a team around one common goal than to divide their attention.


Second, “Kennedy shifted attention from NASA’s ultimate aspiration to a concrete objective.” In other words, Kennedy took the abstract (advancing science by exploring the solar system) and made it tangible. On May 25, 1961, Kennedy told the U.S. Congress: “This nation should commit itself to achieving the goal, before this decade is out, of landing a man on the moon and returning him safely to earth.” Kennedy articulated a concrete goal and attached a specific deadline to it.


Third, “Kennedy communicated milestones that connected employees’ day-to-day work with concrete objectives.” Kennedy outlined three programs and three objectives: The Mercury program would send an astronaut into orbit; Gemini would teach NASA what it didn’t know about space walks and connecting two spacecrafts together; and Apollo would ultimately put a man on the moon. As you’ll learn later, the “rule of three” is a powerful communication technique that superstar persuaders use to mobilize their listeners.


Fourth, “Kennedy emphasized the impressive scale of the objective with metaphors, analogies and unique figures of speech.” Kennedy relied on a rarely used technique that linguists call “embodied concept.” It binds a concrete event (landing on the moon) with an abstract aspiration (advancing science). The abstract and concrete become one and the same. For example, in a speech at Rice University in 1962, Kennedy said, “Space is there and we’re going to climb it, and the moon and the planets are there, and new hopes for knowledge and peace are there.” Kennedy gave abstract ideals like knowledge, peace, and exploration a real location.


The four steps proved to be irresistibly persuasive. Kennedy’s “soft” skill led to one of the greatest achievements in the history of humanity. His words gave NASA employees a stronger connection between their work and the ultimate goal. They no longer saw their work as an isolated series of tasks like mopping the floors or building electrical circuits. Instead, they viewed their work as a critical component of putting a man on the moon, advancing science, and changing the world as we know it. “In this way, Kennedy positioned employees to experience greater meaningfulness from their work by changing the meaning of work,” says Carton.


In the early 1960s, skeptics outnumbered those who believed a person could set foot on the moon by the end of the decade. Kennedy didn’t persuade people with facts alone; he made them feel. He combined what Aristotle called Pathos and Logos: emotion and logic. Kennedy’s words achieved emotional transcendence, making people believe that the impossible was possible. Skeptics became believers and believers became evangelists.


“It’s important to remember what made the moonshot the moonshot,” says Bill Gates.5 “A moonshot challenge requires a clear, measurable objective that captures the imagination of the nation and fundamentally changes how we view what’s possible . . . When we do that, we chart a course for a future that is safer, healthier, and stronger.”


Kennedy Inspires a Tech Maverick


A 16-year-old Israeli boy read the text of Kennedy’s Rice University “moon speech” in 1962. Seven years later, the boy, now in his earlier twenties, watched along with a billion other television viewers as Neil Armstrong stepped foot on the lunar surface. Kennedy’s bold vision left a lasting impression on the boy, Eli Harari, inspiring him to pursue a lifelong passion in the physical sciences.


One month after Kennedy’s vision was fulfilled, Harari arrived at Princeton University to begin his Ph.D. in aerospace and material sciences. It would lead to a career in tech; Harari would later start SanDisk, pioneering the technology that stores your digital photos. SanDisk’s flash memory products are in your iPad, digital music player, smartphone, computer, laptop, and in the cloud where you send or retrieve files.


At the time that Harari started SanDisk in 1988, mobile phones were the size of bricks. Digital cameras were clunky and expensive. Laptop computers were in their infancy, “as luggable as a one-year-old child, and about as cooperative,” as Harari put it. Digital music players, the worldwide web, phone apps, and cloud services were all in the future. So when Harari developed SanDisk, his potential investors told him he’d found the solution for a problem that didn’t exist. Harari’s hero was John F. Kennedy and he realized that, like Kennedy, he had to convince the skeptics. He had to bridge the chasm between his vision and what his audiences thought possible.


I first met Harari in 2008. The company was facing an existential crisis. The global financial meltdown had triggered the worst recession since the 1930s. As demand for flash-enabled consumer products plummeted, the industry faced a massive oversupply problem. Prices tanked, as did SanDisk’s stock, which plunged 90 percent over the course of a year.


In August 2008, a competitor, Samsung, launched an unsolicited bid to purchase Sandisk for a 50 percent premium, or $10 billion. Mutual fund managers who owned a large percentage of stock pressed Harari to make the deal. But Harari believed the offer wasn’t in the best interest of the company’s shareholders, partners, and customers. When he turned down the offer of $26 a share, a popular television business personality put a picture of Harari on a “wall of shame” for rejecting the sale. “They don’t understand our story,”6 Harari told me at the time. Together we created a narrative that clearly explained Harari’s vision and the long-term value of fighting for independence. Harari’s story focused on the experience of the team, which had successfully weathered downturns in the past; its superb technology; SanDisk’s exclusive patents; and its $2.5 billion cash position, which it had built up in the good times.


Although SanDisk’s stock dropped precipitously to $6 a share, I never saw Harari panic. Optimism, he said, is a powerful weapon in times of crisis. Harari also understood the power of a story, simply told. In one notable meeting I attended, a group of executives and engineers were preparing for a major presentation to financial analysts. Although they had a lot of detail to cover, I suggested that they articulate one overarching and specific theme, just as John F. Kennedy had done. Many in the room pushed back. They argued that their story was too complicated to condense into a sentence. Harari, however, spoke up and said, “Nobody understands that Flash has reached an inflection point. Flash will be bigger than our critics can possibly imagine.” I suggested that his statement become the rallying cry throughout the presentation. The first financial article to post after the analyst conference carried this headline: “Flash will be bigger than you think.”


Flash forward seven years, to October 21, 2015, when Western Digital made an offer to buy SanDisk. This time, the company accepted. The price? More than $86.50 a share, or more than triple Samsung’s original offer. SanDisk was sold for $19 billion. Eli Harari is a tech maverick, a leader who pursues ideas considered rebellious or disruptive. Mavericks often stand apart from the majority, which is why they must be persuasive if they hope to achieve tremendous things.


Let’s return to the American Revolutionary period. The story of America is the story of persuasion. In January 1776, Thomas Paine published a pamphlet called Common Sense to persuade colonists to fight for America’s independence. Paine had a gift, an ability to take sophisticated political arguments and make them accessible to the average reader at the time—farmers, merchants, and artisans.


Since many of the colonists could not read, they listened to the pamphlet being read out loud on street corners and in halls. George Washington even had the pamphlet read to his troops to lift their morale. Paine understood this and wrote for the ear, making the argument easy to follow and exciting to hear. Common Sense got its stirring rhythm from common techniques used by great persuaders. Among them:




Antithesis (juxtaposing two contrasting ideas): “Society in every state is a blessing, but Government, even its best state, is a necessary evil.”


Anaphora (repetition of the same word or words in successive sentences or within clauses): “Tis not the affair of a city, a country, a province, or a kingdom, but of a continent. Tis not . . .”


Alliteration (the repetition of similar letter sounds in two or more words in a group): “By referring the matter from argument to arms, a new area for politics is struck; a new method of thinking hath arisen.”


Parallelism (several parts of a sentence are expressed in a similar way to show the ideas are equally important, adding balance and rhythm to a speech): “I offer nothing more than simple facts, plain arguments, and common sense.”




By framing the argument within a grand purpose—“The cause of America is in a great measure the cause of all mankind”—Paine elevated his writing from simple prose to a rallying cry for freedom. Paine’s mastery of persuasive principles would help trigger the revolution and inspire independence movements around the world for years to come. When Paine wrote, “The sun never shined on a cause of greater worth,” it changed what people thought was possible. For the first time in human history people who were not kings and monarchs began to think that they could govern themselves and secure their freedom against stronger, larger, wealthier armies. In much the same way, Kennedy’s rhetoric persuaded people to do what they never imagined possible. And Harari, inspired by Kennedy’s vision, created his own moonshot and stuck to his guns when his independence was threatened.


The world we live in today was not built brick by brick but idea on idea. In the next chapter you’ll learn why these ideas have unleashed the greatest period of abundance the world has ever known and why the ability to communicate ideas persuasively is more valuable now than ever.


“A man may die, nations may rise and fall, but an idea lives on,” John F. Kennedy once said. Your ideas deserve to live on. Let’s make sure they do.
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WINNING THE WAR OF IDEAS




We have never seen a time when more people could make history, record history, publicize history, and amplify history all at the same time.


—DOV SIEDMAN, American author




Libratus doesn’t wear shades to cover its eyes. It doesn’t watch an opponent’s body language, looking for a “tell.” But it can play a mean game of poker.


Libratus is a computer algorithm that beat four professional poker players in a 20-day competition in early 2017. The news triggered a cascade of dystopian headlines. One newspaper declared that the event represented “a crushing defeat for humanity, a major milestone for artificial intelligence.” The headline was partly right and yet fundamentally exaggerated. The AI program did win at poker, marking the first time that a machine had done so. But its win didn’t signal a crushing defeat for humanity. You see, the computer had an unfair edge—human help.


After 120,000 hands of Heads-up No-Limit Texas Hold ’em, one of the more complex poker variations, Libratus turned out to be a much more formidable opponent than the poker players had expected. Libratus relied on a form of AI called reinforcement learning, which uses extreme trial and error to make strategic decisions based on the probabilities of a particular outcome. To match wits with human poker players, Libratus had to train for months, playing trillions of hands of poker against itself and randomly experimenting with different strategies to figure out which worked and which didn’t in certain situations. It still wasn’t enough. The professional players detected patterns in the computer’s play and exploited them. At the end of each evening, the computer scientists behind the program had to build another algorithm that identified those patterns and removed them. Advantage—human.


Noam Brown, one of the Carnegie Mellon researchers who helped to build Libratus, also pointed out that Libratus could not “read” the body language of the other players to tell if they were bluffing. A machine doesn’t have intuition, feeling, or emotion. At certain tasks—scanning the cards, weighing the probabilities of a given outcome—it excelled. The Libratus AI connects to an enormous supercomputer that runs 30,000 times faster than a standard desktop computer at a cost of close to $10 million. Yes, Libratus is blazingly fast at weighing mathematical probabilities. But without empathy, Libratus has its limits. “I can’t see a computer writing a prize-winning novel any time soon,” Brown said.1
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