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To Alexander, Olivia, and Emma


In the real-life version of my favorite improv


comedy game, you are the “Three Things!”


that make life really matter.




CONTENTS


INTRODUCTION: MARCIA!


1


Napoleon and the Hoodie: The Paradox of Rebel Status


2


The Dog Named “Hot”: A Talent for Novelty


3


The Vanishing Elephant: A Talent for Curiosity


4


The Hudson River Is a Runway: A Talent for Perspective


5


Uncomfortable Truths: A Talent for Diversity


6


Coach Cheeks Sings the National Anthem: A Talent for Authenticity


7


The Secret of Story: The Transformative Power of Engagement


8


Becoming a Rebel Leader: Blackbeard, “Flatness,” and the 8 Principles of Rebel Leadership


Conclusion: Risotto Cacio e Pepe


Epilogue: Rebel Action


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


NOTES


INDEX




INTRODUCTION


MARCIA!




You don’t let tradition bind you. You let it set you free.


—MASSIMO BOTTURA, OWNER AND CHEF, OSTERIA FRANCESCANA




“Marcia!” Upon hearing this command, which means “Gear up!” in Italian, I hustled from the hushed dining room back to the bright, boisterous kitchen to pick up the next dish—called, of all things, “The Crunchy Part of the Lasagna” (La parte croccante della lasagna). Spoonfuls of ragù and béchamel rested under a sheet of pasta that looked like the corner piece of a lasagna—all carefully assembled to take on the appearance of a lightly scorched Italian flag. I followed the lead of another waiter, Pino, as he picked up his dish and then walked to the dining room. My hand trembled as, in unison, Pino and I placed our plates in front of a famous Italian couple who were celebrating their wedding anniversary. On the walls, painted light blue and gray, hung a world-class collection of contemporary art, one of many unusual touches at Osteria Francescana, a restaurant in Modena, Italy, that holds three Michelin stars and took first place in the World’s 50 Best Restaurant awards in 2016. It was the first Italian restaurant in history to reach the top of the list.


Back in the kitchen, Pino and I picked up another signature dish, “Bollito non bollito”—quite literally “Boiled Meats, Not Boiled.” Bollito misto is a classic northern Italian stew largely composed of boiled meat. Traditionally, the dish consists of various parts of the cow, such as the tongue and other off cuts, served with the broth and a salsa verde (green sauce) and sometimes a few other piquant condiments. Although the dish is comforting on a winter day, it is not very pleasing to the eye, and the process of boiling the meat strips it of its flavor and color. Yet this is simply how the dish is done. Italian cooking follows an extremely stringent set of rules: Short pasta goes with meat sauces, while long pasta goes with seafood sauces. Time-honored recipes are not to be polluted with substitutions. From cooking and folk dances to festivals celebrating saints and a day off for La Befana, a night in January when a good witch on a broomstick delivers candy, Italian culture cherishes its traditions.


Massimo Bottura, the owner and chef behind Osteria Francescana, wanted to challenge the traditional way bollito misto is cooked. After much experimentation with his team, Bottura discovered that the taste and texture of the meat were far superior if he used sous vide, a cooking technique where food is placed in a vacuum-sealed plastic pouch and immersed in heated water to be cooked at a precise, consistent temperature for hours. In Bollito non bollito, six different cuts of meat are cooked sous vide and then shaped into cubes. Each block is then placed on the plate in a line, alongside a second line of bright green parsley, smoked red and yellow gelatin made with peppers, a few capers and anchovies, onion marmalade, and some apple mustard. The dish, I learn, is inspired by New York City, where Bottura worked when he was a young man. In a nod to Central Park, the meat cubes rise like little skyscrapers above green foam trees, and the red and yellow gelatin makes a lawn with little anchovy people mingling on it. Bollito non bollito leaves you speechless; the cubes melt in your mouth like anxiety after a first kiss, bursting with waves of intense flavor: meaty, fatty, and sumptuous, yet buffeted by the light herbaceous foam and the gelatin.


Two orders of Bollito non bollito for Table 8 were ready in the kitchen. I carefully adjusted my plate until it matched Pino’s, watching for his approval. I followed him out of the kitchen, matching his movements, and taking care to protect the delicate dish.


What was I, a Harvard Business School professor, doing in the heart of Italy’s Emilia Romagna, serving food in one of the world’s top restaurants? I was as surprised as anyone to have ended up there. But I had written two Harvard Business School case studies of fast-food chains, and I decided that it would be interesting to see how restaurants work at the other end of the spectrum. I contacted Bottura, and he told me that to understand his business, I would have to spend a full day in the kitchen and another in the dining room. No problem, I told him: On-site visits are a typical part of HBS case studies. Plus, being a native Italian, I always take any excuse I can to visit Italy.


I showed up early on the morning of my first day. As I entered one of the restaurant’s three dining rooms, I saw a tall man chatting with the staff—Giuseppe Palmieri, the restaurant’s longtime maître d’ (called “Il Direttore” at the Osteria) and sommelier. Seeing a new face, he welcomed me with a smile. Everyone calls him “Beppe.” Beppe introduced me to Pino, who was apparently going to try to keep me out of trouble. Just a few minutes later, I was polishing dishes and glasses with Pino. Next, we took care of the silverware and then the mise en place—getting the tables ready. A few other activities followed, including checking that there were flowers in all the appropriate places, and helping to set the table for the staff meal. As we prepared for our first customers at noon, it dawned on me that Bottura planned to have me do everything, including serve customers, during my time there. I had worked in various low-key restaurants in Italy and in the UK when I was younger, but Bottura did not know this. Putting a novice out in the dining room of a top restaurant—my hands trembling as I placed dishes on the table—seemed a rather odd move, and not one I imagine other owners of fancy restaurants would make.


It was classic Bottura. Many of Bottura’s management decisions can seem impulsive. In 2005, two head chefs had joined Osteria Francescana: Kondo Takahiko, known as Taka, had lunch as a customer and, not long after, was cooking in the kitchen; Davide di Fabio had just started the process of sending out applications when he received a phone call from Bottura, offering him a job without even an interview. Bottura first met Beppe while he was working at a big two-Michelin-star restaurant close to Bologna, a place where Bottura and his wife used to dine. On his way home from dinner the first night they met, Bottura called Beppe with a job offer. Many of Bottura’s hires happened this way: fast, almost as if by accident.


The second youngest of five children, Bottura grew up in Modena, not far from Osteria Francescana. His mother spent most of the day cooking, alongside her own mother, to feed the children, her husband, a sister-in-law and a brother-in-law who were living with them, and everybody’s friends. As a five-year-old boy, Bottura often watched his mother and grandmother cook, curious about the rolling pins they used to make pasta and the interesting tortellini shapes. When his brothers got home from school, they would chase him around the kitchen, using any makeshift weapons they could find. Bottura would hide in his safe spot under the kitchen table, ready to eat the bits of pasta dough that ended up on the floor.


Bottura didn’t go to culinary school. His career as a chef was an act of defiance. He had gone to law school to please his father but dropped out after two uninspiring years. In 1986, the Campazzo, a trattoria on the outskirts of Modena, came up for sale. The restaurant was falling apart, and Bottura, twenty-three at the time, had no restaurant experience. But he thought—why not? After all, he had done plenty of cooking. When he was still in high school, he and his friends would often find themselves back at Bottura’s house after a late night of studying or partying, and he was always the one at the stove. He remembers taking a beach vacation near Salerno, in southern Italy, when he was eighteen. He would use a megaphone to call down to the water, asking what kind of pasta his friends wanted for dinner, carbonara or amatriciana.


Bottura is in his fifties, thin and bearded, with graying hair. He wears chunky, modern, black glasses and comfortable jeans, cuffed at the bottom. His hands are in constant motion. I was with him when a supplier dropped off fresh mozzarella di bufala, and he immediately opened the box, carefully lifting out a large, white, creamy ball of mozzarella. A staff member came in with a fork and knife so that he could taste it, but Bottura was already taking big chunks off with his bare hands. “This is simply divine,” he said, handing me a piece. “You’ve got to taste it.”


I once asked Bottura who inspired him, and he named the Chinese conceptual artist Ai Weiwei. Trained in the West, Ai combines different traditions, particularly minimalist and conceptual art. One of Ai’s performance pieces was Dropping a Han Dynasty Urn, in which the artist smashed a two-thousand-year-old historic vase. “Why break thousands of years of history in an instant?” Bottura asked me. “You see, as I came to understand later, Ai’s destructive gesture was actually a constructive one. A beginning. Break, transform, create.”


MOST BUSINESSES ARE ALL ABOUT FOLLOWING THE RULES, NOT BREAKING THEM. Whether they are standard procedures on how a job needs to be done, a detailed chain of command, or even the dress code on the job, rules can be found everywhere in organizations. Disregard the rules and it will lead to trouble. Even chaos. Rebels are grudgingly tolerated, or, if they become too annoying, they are shown the door.


Bottura was different. In a context where rules had been cemented by centuries of tradition, he could seem utterly reckless—yet, somehow, it all worked in his restaurant, and spectacularly well. In fifteen years of studying businesses, spending time in the environments where people do their work, and talking to executives, I have occasionally run across characters like Bottura: People who are not afraid to break the rules when the rules are holding them back. People who question their own assumptions and strongest beliefs, as well as the widely accepted norms around them, to identify more creative, effective ways of doing transcendent work. People who are “deviants,” but in a positive and constructive way.


For years, my academic work led me to study why people cheat on exams or tax forms, or tell lies on speed-dating websites, or don’t stop at red lights. I had become an expert on people who break the rules and, rightly so, end up in trouble. But over the years, I also saw how much rule breaking is associated with innovation. I followed stories of corporate corruption and misconduct, yes, but also stories of courage. These were stories of rule breaking that brought about positive change and, in ways big and small, made the world a better place. I found myself wondering, what might we all learn from these people? What are their secrets?


At around the same time that I became curious about these questions, I had also begun to explore another phenomenon. At many of the companies I studied, work was not something that most people enjoyed. I saw the same pattern again and again: Employees would become disengaged after a certain amount of time at a job and would use more and more of their time unproductively—and in ways that made them unhappy and frustrated. Why was this the case? Or, to put it another way: Why does work suck?


On a visit to the Harvard Coop, a local store in Cambridge, these two ideas came together for me. I was browsing the bookshelves, a cup of coffee in my hand, when a book caught my eye. Its appearance was somewhat unusual (it was large, and merlot in color, with thick gold lettering on its cover), and so was its title: Never Trust a Skinny Italian Chef. It was a cookbook, but not a typical one. It was filled with beautiful color photos of unusual, playful dishes, like La parte croccante della lasagna, and each was accompanied by the unusual tale of its origin. This is where I first learned the story of Massimo Bottura and how he had sought “to break with tradition and make way for a new Italian kitchen.” I know well how Italians value their traditions, and so it was immediately clear to me that Bottura was a rebel. But I also recognized how much he loved his work. This connection—between rule breaking and passion for one’s work—was not one I had made before, and yet it seemed powerful. The two so often go together.


I teach at Harvard Business School, but my work is grounded in psychology. Across borders, and between industries, organizations differ in so many respects. And yet they all share one thing: People work in them. The confluence between organizations and psychology is fascinating because it allows me to make sense of behaviors that, on the surface, seem to make little or no sense at all. Looking inside an organization raises all sorts of questions—from why we avoid difficult conversations to how we work effectively in teams. To answer them, at a basic level, we need to understand how our minds work—the psychology behind our decisions. This psychological perspective was essential as I sought to understand rebels and the organizations in which they work.


I have found rebels in many places over the last few years, from a Ducati Corse motorcycle racetrack to call centers in remote, rural parts of India. I’ve traveled the streets of Milan, raced through the desert in the Middle East on quads, and walked the floors of various manufacturing plants. I’ve talked to musicians, magicians, surgeons, sport coaches, CEOs, and pilots. I’ve gone behind the scenes of improv theaters and sat through welcoming and training sessions at a professional services firm. I traveled to Pixar in San Francisco, to Valve Software in Seattle, to Goldman Sachs in New York, and to Morning Star in California.


The rebels I met in these organizations came from all walks of life, and each struck me as unique. But all of them have the quality that I have come to call rebel talent. In my observations, I have also come to identify five core elements of rebel talent. The first is novelty, seeking out challenge and the new. The second is curiosity, the impulse we all had as children to constantly ask “why”? The third is perspective, the ability rebels have to constantly broaden their view of the world and see it as others do. The fourth is diversity, the tendency to challenge predetermined social roles and reach out to those who may appear different. And the fifth is authenticity, which rebels embrace in all that they do, remaining open and vulnerable in order to connect with others and learn from them.


As this book progresses, I will explore each of the five elements of rebel talent in more depth, and I will show you how to combine them successfully, like executing a great recipe. Rebellion, as you’ll see, is an approach to life and work that we can all embrace. Rule breaking does not have to get us into trouble, if done correctly and in the right doses—in fact, it can help us get ahead. To see this in action, we’ll journey to some surprising stages of rebellion, from a Tennessee drive-through of a fast-food chain with a giant hot dog on its roof to Italy’s first typewriter factory in the foothills of the Italian Alps. We’ll visit rebels at work in high-end hotels, tomato fields, consulting firms, and a Hollywood movie studio. We’ll learn from rebels who are willing to be their most vulnerable in front of twenty thousand–plus basketball fans. And I’ll ultimately share the eight principles rebels live by, and how we can all be agents of positive change by embracing them. Every one of us, no matter our innate personality or where we are in our career, can be a rebel.


One of the biggest surprises in my research has been the discovery of how important, and meaningful, rebel talent can be in one’s personal life. I began this project by trying to understand rule breaking in the workplace. But breaking rules, as I discovered along the way, enriches every aspect of our lives. Living life like a rebel is energizing. I’ve tried it myself, and it’s opened me up to a world of new experiences. As a result, I now drink milk in all sorts of colors for breakfast, wear red sneakers on formal occasions, and am always on the lookout for positive ways of being in the world that may at first feel wrong, or possibly even destructive. My hope is that this book will help you discover your own rebel talent and allow you to help others to do the same. There are strong habits that pull us toward the familiar and comfortable. We need to learn to “break” these habits, like so many Han dynasty urns. Only then will we be ready to transform them—and, ultimately, to create our own success.




1


NAPOLEON AND THE HOODIE


THE PARADOX OF REBEL STATUS




It’s not rebels that make trouble, but trouble that makes rebels.


—RUTH MESSINGER




“Forward! Remember that from those monuments yonder, 40 centuries look down upon you.” The French soldiers, despite being tired, thirsty, and hungry after marching for twelve hours under the hot Egyptian sun, felt energized by these words from their leader. The Great Pyramids were faintly visible on the horizon, some ten miles away. More clearly visible was the enemy army, waiting for them on the left bank of the Nile.


It was July 21, 1798. Under General Napoleon Bonaparte, the French army was approaching the fortified village of Embabeh, eighteen miles northwest of Cairo. Earlier that year, Bonaparte had proposed invading Egypt, knowing it would provide a new source of income for France and deal a blow to his nation’s main European opponent, Britain: Controlling Egypt meant blocking the Red Sea, a major British access route to India. A French invasion might even benefit the Egyptians themselves. The country was ruled by the Mamelukes, descendants of Muslim slave soldiers. The Egyptians had endured the Mamelukes’ oppressive rules for centuries and believed the French could save them. Having already secured Alexandria, Bonaparte hoped to next capture Cairo, which would decisively claim the prize of Egypt.


On the enemy side, an estimated six thousand mounted Mameluke soldiers, supported by forty cannons and a small Turkish contingent, were ready for battle. The soldiers’ horses pranced and snorted in the heat of the day. Riders were armed with muskets and pistols; javelins made of sharpened palm branches; whatever battle-axes, maces, and daggers they could attach to themselves or their saddles; and short, curved swords made of black Damascus steel. Soldiers had dressed in turbans and caftans for the glory of battle and carried precious jewels and coins. Closer to the Nile and the Embabeh village, some fifteen thousand fellaheen-peasant levies stood, armed mostly with clubs and spears or long-barreled muskets. On the Nile’s east bank was a force led by Ibrahim Bey, who, along with Murad Bey, was one of the two Mameluke chieftains. (Bey translates as “chieftain.”) Under Ibrahim Bey’s command were thousands more Mamelukes and about eighteen thousand fellaheen-peasant infantry. On the Nile itself waited a small Mameluke flotilla manned by Greek mercenary sailors. All told, the enemy had over forty thousand troops.


The Mameluke forces clearly outnumbered the French, who had deployed about twenty-five thousand men in five divisions, supported by artillery and a few cavalry troopers. But because of the Mamelukes’ position, Bonaparte believed he had an advantage. By placing his troops on the left bank of the Nile, Murad had made a strategic mistake: He saved the French from having to cross the river under fire to attack him. Ibrahim Bey would have to cross the Nile to help Murad Bey if something went wrong. Given this advantage, Bonaparte decided to engage in a decisive battle. After allowing his troops just an hour to rest, he sent orders for each of his divisions to advance on Murad’s army.


This wasn’t the only advantage Bonaparte saw. He had witnessed the Mamelukes’ primary tactic, a cavalry charge, in other battles. After trying to intimidate the enemy with parade maneuvers, the Mameluke cavalry would rush the enemy en masse, often repeatedly, attacking from the flanks or from the rear. The horsemen in these mass cavalry charges, known to be highly skilled in close fighting, approached very close to one another, like a moving wall.


Bonaparte had created what he thought would be an effective countermeasure: the massive divisional square. The square was actually a rectangle—the front and rear faces of it consisted of the division’s first and second demi-brigades, while the two sides consisted of the third demi-brigade. The French soldiers lined up in a hollow formation with the artillery and supplies in the center. The army could rotate as the Mamelukes attacked, picking off enemy fighters. An hour into the battle, the French emerged victorious. The Mamelukes had lost about six thousand men; the French, only thirty.


The victory had many legacies: the eviction of the Mamelukes, the liberation of the Egyptians, further expansion of the French empire into the East, and increased French domination of mainland Europe. And thanks to the 150-plus scientists, engineers, and artists that Bonaparte brought on the journey, the victory spurred an exploration of Egypt’s past and present. The birth of Egyptology revealed the secrets of the pyramids and the society that built them. In addition, Egypt was influenced by its new relationship with France and its culture, as seen in its later adoption of the Napoleonic Code.


Bonaparte’s brilliant strategies have formed the basis of military education throughout the Western world. When planning a campaign, determined to be thoroughly prepared and to avoid the errors of previous generals, he would read books about his opponent’s history, geography, and culture. Always, he strived for surprise. Sometimes that meant striking a decisive blow when the enemy was off guard. In an era when armies tended to march against each other in an orderly, gentlemanly formation, Bonaparte led his troops into position at a very fast speed, surrounding the enemy before they even realized he was there.


Bonaparte revolutionized warfare by introducing the corps system, which rendered the tactics of other countries virtually obsolete. The corps system organized troops into mini-armies, allowing them to separate when marching, but always to come together when it was time to fight. The corps would move within a day’s march of each other; each changed into the rearguard, vanguard, or reserve quickly, depending on what the situation demanded and on the enemy’s movement. Since France’s defeat in the Seven Years’ War in 1763, military strategists and theorists had been struggling with how the country could improve, and Napoleon was France’s new savior. The military expedition to Egypt that he led in 1798 cemented the growing belief in his abilities and would serve as a springboard to power for him. Thanks to a coup he engineered in 1799, at just thirty years of age, he became First Consul of the Republic. Even as his political career advanced, Bonaparte continued to carefully study the works of successful generals, tacticians, and officers and put their ideas to practical use on the battlefield. For instance, the core idea behind Bonaparte’s strategy of the central position came from Pierre de Bourcet, a chief of staff who was part of the royal armies in various wars, including the Seven Years’ War. The strategy involved splitting numerically superior enemy armies into parts so that each could be attacked separately. Another tactic Bonaparte often used was the ordre mixte formation: He mixed line and column formations so that a battalion in line was supported on each wing by an infantry battalion column. Though Bonaparte did not invent these concepts, he perfected them, and his radical, strategic mind heralded the birth of modern warfare.


Bonaparte also fought in the trenches alongside the troops, which was highly unusual. Historians believe that his men nicknamed him “the little corporal” during the Battle of Lodi in May 1796, after he took over the sighting of one of the cannons himself, a job typically performed by a corporal. When his army faced direct fire, he was usually in the thick of it. At a critical moment on the first day of the Battle of Arcole in November 1796, for instance, Bonaparte rallied his troops by seizing the colors of one of his battalions and exposing himself to intense Austrian fire until one of his officers dragged him away. When the fighting was over and the enemy’s guns fell silent, Bonaparte would generally rise up sweaty, dirty, and covered in gunpowder. He also made an effort to remember his soldiers’ names and visited their campfires before battle, chatting with them about home and expressing confidence that they would triumph over the enemy. In Bonaparte’s army, soldiers from humble backgrounds could rise through the ranks to become officers, as Bonaparte himself had done.


This same spirit guided his political reforms. At the time of the French Revolution, laws were often not applied equally to all people, and they were not even codified. By introducing the Napoleonic Code, Bonaparte created a legal system based on the idea that everyone was equal before the law. The code forbade birthright privilege, granted freedom of religion, and indicated that government jobs should be awarded based on merit, not rank. Dozens of nations around the world later adopted the code. Bonaparte ensured that the tax system applied equally to everyone. And, recognizing the importance of education, he introduced reforms that served as the foundation of the educational system in France and much of Europe today. He also implemented various liberal reforms to civil affairs, from abolishing feudalism and establishing legal equality to codifying religious tolerance and legalizing divorce. Bonaparte’s contributions to the institutions of France and to Europe were large and long lasting.


Historians have often portrayed Bonaparte as power hungry and driven by hubris. But British historian Andrew Roberts in the biography Napoleon: A Life makes a compelling case for why this interpretation of Bonaparte’s story is misguided, arguing that his downfall was caused not by a big ego, but by a few mistakes that led to significant defeats. Others disagree with this interpretation. There is no doubt, though, that when it came to battle strategy, Bonaparte was an outlier. Europe’s other monarchs adhered to a strict military hierarchy in which recruitment and promotion were based on wealth and noble titles rather than qualifications and skills. Many of Bonaparte’s contemporaries kept their distance from the troops, sending their generals out to lead while they spared themselves the fight. Bonaparte did things differently: He threw himself into the fray.


ON A COLD FEBRUARY MORNING IN BOSTON, I STRUGGLED THROUGH A HEAVY SNOWSTORM on my walk to work. In my classroom at Harvard Business School, 110 eager executives, all with quite remarkable résumés, were unbundling themselves and taking their seats, ready for a session on “Managing Talent.” I’d be teaching them about Morning Star, the largest tomato-processing company in the world and the subject of a case study—a ten- to fifteen-page article based on intensive research and interviews—I had written. The case focused on the company’s unorthodox operations. There are no bosses or job titles at Morning Star. The company’s employees decide for themselves how their skills can best help the company and then develop their own mission statements, which they discuss with colleagues before making them final.


Morning Star employees do not need to run upgrades by managers. Instead they go to the experts: the employees who would be working with the new equipment. Though the company has no R&D department, strong incentives exist to encourage innovation. Employees who successfully innovate earn the respect of coworkers, in addition to financial compensation. One of the dilemmas presented in the case was the decision to introduce a new compensation system, and whether it was consistent with the core philosophy the company was founded on.


Class began, and though case discussions generally open with a question about the challenge a protagonist is facing, I instead led the executives in a short free-association exercise. What comes to mind, I asked, when you hear the phrase “rule breaking”?


“Chaos,” said the CEO of a global restaurant chain. “Disorder,” shouted another student. I wrote these words on the blackboard. Some of the students’ answers were positive: innovation, creativity, flexibility. Most, however, were negative: crime, rebellion, rejection, loss of reputation, misconduct, illegality, dissonance, penalty, punishment, fights, and deviance.


Terms like rule breaker, nonconformity, and deviance make us think of subversive, even dangerous, individuals. One student brought up Wells Fargo, where employees had created millions of fake savings and checking accounts in the names of real customers. After clients discovered they’d been charged unanticipated fees and issued credit and debit cards and lines of credit they hadn’t asked for, regulatory bodies had fined the bank $185 million and the bank had fired more than 5,300 employees.


Another student mentioned Bernie Madoff, the financier who had persuaded thousands of investors to trust him with their savings. With his creative rule breaking, Madoff had made more than $20 billion disappear in a Ponzi scheme that presented itself as a hedge fund. He’s now serving a 150-year prison sentence for running one of the biggest frauds in U.S. history.


Most of our decisions are governed by well-defined institutional arrangements with pre-specified obligations and rights. Some of these arrangements are relatively straightforward, like signing an apartment lease or hiring a babysitter. Others are more complex, like our relationships with government and corporations, which come with explicit rules. For instance, organizations use company handbooks to establish policies ranging from vacation time to codes of conduct. We generally expect people to obey these rules and codes of conduct. But this was not the case at Wells Fargo, where employees had betrayed their duty to act in the best interest of customers, or with Madoff, who had filed false regulatory reports and lied to his clients.


We also adhere to social norms—unwritten rules about how to behave in a particular culture, society, or social group, ranging from a friendship to a work team to a nation. For example, we expect students to arrive to class on time and complete their work. We expect people to be silent in libraries, to not interrupt us when we are talking, and (at least in most groups) to wear clothes in public. Social norms provide order and predictability in society and have played a critical role in the evolution and maintenance of cooperation and culture over centuries. Children as young as two or three years old understand the rules governing many social interactions. Usually, we internalize social norms so effectively that we don’t even consider the possibility of violating them. To do so would be embarrassing or distasteful. Violators tend to be punished with gossip, derision, and rumors—all of which are powerful corrective measures that influence how we behave. In colonial America, a person caught breaking social norms, such as stealing or committing adultery, was confined to the stocks or pillory in the center of town. These long confinements were uncomfortable, but even worse was the realization that everyone you cared about would know what you did.


Shared rules make society run smoothly. In the military, recruits are taught from day one to follow orders, immediately and without question. In fact, those who enlist in the U.S. military, active duty or reserve, solemnly swear to obey the orders of their officers. For thousands of years, military leaders across the globe have maintained a strict hierarchy to keep order under the stress of battle.


Bonaparte ran things a little differently. In 1793, as a twenty-four-year-old captain, he was given the opportunity to take control of the artillery during the Battle of Toulon. The city was a key port, occupied at the time by antirevolutionary British forces. If the French revolutionaries did not triumph, they would not be able to build a navy to defy Britain’s dominance of the sea. Suffocation of the French Revolution would follow.


One battery in particular was critical to the bombardment due to its elevated terrain. But it was also the most vulnerable to counterattack, thus making it the most dangerous to operate. Bonaparte’s superiors informed him that no soldier would volunteer to man the battery. Walking through camp in contemplation, he spotted a printing machine, which gave him an idea. He created a sign to hang near the battery: “The battery of the men without fear.” When the other soldiers saw it the next morning, they clamored to earn the honor of operating that cannon. Bonaparte himself wielded a ramrod alongside his gunners. The cannon was manned day and night. The French won the battle; Bonaparte won acclaim.


To break the rules is not necessarily to become an outcast. Madoff, of course, deserves to be in jail. Wells Fargo deserves its fines. But Bonaparte broke the rules and, rightly, earned status and respect. He is a prime example of how a rebel can be a hero.


BACK IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY, THE WEALTHY POPULATIONS OF EUROPE AND the United States typically adorned themselves in diamond-studded jewelry and overindulged in rich foods and potent drinks. In the United States at the time, middle-class extravagance often went even further, including things like bathtubs cut from solid marble, waterfalls installed in dining rooms, and garden trees decorated with artificial fruit made of fourteen-karat gold. From an economic perspective, this behavior made little sense. People in the middle class were spending as if they were rich.


The behavior caught the attention of the Norwegian-American sociologist and economist Thorstein Veblen, who is known for challenging many of the economic theories of the era. Veblen concluded that this kind of spending demonstrated that the buyer was able to “waste” money and that the real point of it was to enhance status. The lavish spending of the rich “redounded to their glory, and now the middle class was using its newfound wealth to purchase elite status.” Veblen famously dubbed this phenomenon “conspicuous consumption”: choosing and displaying obviously expensive products—such as sports cars, expensive watches, and luxury clothes—rather than their cheaper, functional equivalents. Conspicuous consumption signals to the world our financial success, even if the success is mostly on loan.


As it turns out, we engage in this kind of costly signaling all the time. Many of the personal qualities that we want to convey to others are not directly observable, such as commitment, dedication, cooperativeness, or persistence. As a result, you may spend hours in yoga classes not because you really take pleasure in yoga, but because you want to show your partner that you are a disciplined person. Similarly, you might choose to attend an expensive business school to communicate your prestige, smarts, and persistence to future employers.


Signals such as fast cars, fancy suits, and jewelry share an important feature: They aren’t cheap. And even absent financial burden, those yoga classes we secretly dread rob time and effort from activities we actually enjoy. Signals can also involve personal risk. Wearing expensive jewelry can attract thieves as well as admirers, and signaling toughness through gang tattoos might catch the eye of the police.


This type of public grandstanding is common in the animal world, too. Israeli ethologist Amotz Zahavi noted that animals often engage in showy and even dangerous displays of courage to attract mates and raise their status. Male peacocks show off their gorgeous plumage in part to demonstrate to females that they can support the heavy weight, an evolutionary disadvantage. (Large tail feathers translate into slower running and a reduced ability to hide from predators.) Antelopes often engage in slotting: They leap acrobatically straight into the air when hungry cheetahs are pursuing them, even though sprinting straight for the horizon is the better move. The animals’ dangerous waste of energy conveys strength, telling the cheetah, “Don’t even bother trying.” Similarly, guppies swim right under their predators’ noses before darting away. In evolution, it seems, survival of the fittest only captures part of the story.


From one perspective, Bonaparte’s decision to join “the battery of men without fear” seems foolish. He was, by the social rules of the time, working beneath his level. He was also risking his life. But by taking these burdens on himself, for all to see, he was sending a costly signal—that his talent allowed him to break the rules, to serve, and to lead his charges to victory. This is an important insight of the rebel mindset.


ON MAY 7, 2012, A CROWD OF PAPARAZZI GREETED A BLACK SUV AS IT ARRIVED AT the Sheraton hotel in Manhattan’s Times Square just before one p.m. Facebook’s cofounder and CEO, Mark Zuckerberg, stepped from the car and was escorted into the hotel by security guards. For Zuckerberg, it was the kick-off event of a cross-country initial public offering roadshow: a presentation to potential institutional investors, a prelude to any IPO. CFO David Ebersman and COO Sheryl Sandberg joined him onstage to discuss the deal. About 50 bankers and 550 investors, most dressed in suits, packed the hotel and formed a snaking line around the block, watched by police, clipboard-carrying staffers, and members of the press. The stern-looking security guards ensured that only invitees would hear the presentation.


Facebook’s was perhaps the most anticipated IPO in the history of the tech industry. The company had experienced rapid growth in recent years. In 2012, it was responsible for 56 percent of all shared content online, far surpassing email, which ranked a distant second with 15 percent. By taking the company public, Zuckerberg would cement his place in history, reward the investors who had backed him, and firmly establish that, among the many failed social networking sites of the era, he alone had found the right formula to create a lasting online powerhouse.


The meeting lived up to expectations, introducing what turned out to be the biggest technology IPO to date, with a peak market capitalization of over $104 billion. Interestingly, though, one of the big headlines from that day concerned Zuckerberg’s attire. Like Steve Jobs and Albert Einstein before him, Zuckerberg didn’t waste any mental energy on the trappings of fashion. Instead, he appeared onstage in the casual, fashionless uniform of the typical software engineer: gray T-shirt, black hoodie, comfortable blue jeans, and simple black sneakers. The entire ensemble had probably cost less than $150.


“Mark and his signature hoodie: He’s actually showing investors he doesn’t care that much; he’s going to be him,” Michael Pachter, an analyst with Wedbush Securities, told Bloomberg TV. “I think that’s a mark of immaturity. I think that he has to realize he’s bringing investors in as a new constituency right now, and I think he’s got to show them the respect that they deserve because he’s asking them for their money.”


In fact, Zuckerberg was not the first tech whiz whose wardrobe choices at key business meetings raised eyebrows. When a young Bill Gates was about to take Microsoft public back in 1986, the story goes, a PR consultant nearly wrestled him to the ground to force him to swap his patented floppy sweater for a tailored suit. Steve Jobs initially made concessions to sartorial tradition, but after Apple made so many people rich, he went back to his trademark black mock turtlenecks. For these leaders, dressing down meant flouting social norms for proper business attire. They weren’t oblivious to corporate dress codes, but they intentionally decided to defy convention.


We generally have a clear sense of how to match behavior with context. For example, we expect the audience to be quiet at the symphony and loud at rock concerts, for executives to wear relatively formal clothing at meetings, and so on. Rules and norms in organizations and, more broadly, in society instill order and predictability. But as with conspicuous consumption and public generosity, something very powerful happens when we act in ways that are unconventional or unexpected.


If you were to stroll down New York’s Fifth Avenue from one luxury boutique to the next, you’d expect to see well-dressed shoppers carrying bags filled with thousands of dollars’ worth of merchandise. This would fit your expectations of relevant social norms. But, as it turns out, those who subvert these expectations may be more likely to attract our admiration, my research shows.


Rome is the capital of Italy, but Milan is the country’s fashion capital. Postcards of the northern city generally depict its classic Gothic cathedral, the impressive shopping mall Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II (the oldest in the world), and the well-known opera house Teatro alla Scala. But when I visit the city, I always like to take a stroll down the “fashion quadrilateral,” which consists of Via Manzoni, Via Monte Napoleone, Via della Spiga, and Corso Venezia. Along these four streets you can find luxurious boutiques, both Italian and foreign, from Bottega Veneta, Armani, Valentino, and Prada to Chanel, Burberry, Dior, Kenzo, and Hermès. No matter what you are wearing, it is easy to feel underdressed as you pass the store windows. Nearby, imposing houses with high, ivy-covered walls, lattice doors, miniature fountains, and beautiful courtyards help make this one of the noblest areas in the city.


In 2012, when I traveled with colleagues to Milan to conduct an experiment, we homed in on the fashion quadrilateral, knowing we were in the perfect place to learn more about the signals that clothing sends. For our research, we asked shop assistants working in luxury-brand boutiques to respond to a survey. Each read one of two versions of a vignette in which a woman about thirty-five years old entered the boutique. In one version, she had a dress on and a fur coat; in the other, she wore gym clothes. The shop assistants rated the woman’s promise as a client by answering questions about how likely it was that she would make a purchase. They were also asked to rate the likelihood that the woman was a celebrity or a VIP. We used these surveys as measures of the potential customer’s perceived status.


Contrary to what you might expect, the elegant woman in fur projected less status than the woman in gym clothes. The shop assistants had the strong suspicion that the dressed-down customer was intentionally deviating from the norms of appropriate behavior. “Wealthy people sometimes dress very badly to demonstrate superiority,” one shop assistant said. “If you dare to enter these boutiques so underdressed, you are definitely going to buy something.” Context is everything. When we presented a similar scenario to people at Milan’s central train station, they said the dressed-up woman, not the dressed-down one, had higher status.


This is not just a high-fashion phenomenon. We surveyed American college students and asked them to react to a description of a professor teaching at a top-tier school. For some students, we described the forty-five-year-old professor as wearing a T-shirt and having a beard. For others, we described him as clean-shaven and wearing a tie. The students rated the professor in a T-shirt as having higher status. The perception that an individual is consciously choosing not to conform is critical.


To signal status, deviations from the norm must demonstrate one’s autonomy to behave consistently with one’s own inclinations and to pay for the cost of nonconformity. In another study, we found that participants perceived a guest wearing a red bow tie at a black-tie party at a country club as having higher status—and even being a better golfer—than a conforming club member wearing a black bow tie. The man in the red bow tie was not seen as clueless, but as a master of his domain—a rebel.


A FEW YEARS AGO, I WAS ASKED TO TEACH TWO BACK-TO-BACK, NINETY-MINUTE executive education classes at Harvard Business School for ICIC, the Initiative for a Competitive Inner City. I was intrigued by the opportunity. Founded in 1994 by HBS professor Michael Porter, ICIC is a national nonprofit organization that conducts research and advisory work on the economies and businesses of inner-city neighborhoods in the United States. The organization focuses on neighborhoods with poverty rates of 20 percent or higher, and with unemployment rates greater than those found in metropolitan areas. About a hundred business, government, and philanthropic leaders from more than a dozen cities would participate in each of the two sessions, hoping to refine their negotiation and influence skills. This is a topic I regularly teach at the executive level, and one that participants generally find valuable, as the applications to real-world settings are easy to see.


For those teaching executive-level classes at HBS, expectations are always high. As a professor, you are well aware of the students’ time being especially precious, and you certainly don’t want to waste it. Often, they are a tough crowd to please, clock-conscious and deeply experienced. In addition to wanting my students to learn, I also want their respect; after all, if they see me as influential and high in status, they will be more likely to listen closely and remember what I teach. The class I was about to lead typically requires hours of preparation. I needed to be clear, professional, direct—and properly dressed. Not being a big fan of skirts, my dress code for executive teaching consists of a conservative suit over a blouse or dress shirt, and a pair of dressy leather shoes.


But the back-to-back sessions I would be teaching to two sets of ICIC students were exactly the same, so I decided to use the day as an opportunity for a little experiment on the effects of attire on status determinations. Specifically, during the break after the first class, I slipped off my leather shoes and laced up a pair of red Converse sneakers. Just imagine: I was wearing a dark blue Hugo Boss suit, a white silk blouse, and a pair of very red, very non-dressy shoes. Colleagues gave me strange looks as I made my way back to the classroom.


It is often difficult to tell whether students are engaging with the material and enjoying your classes. But I could sense a tangible difference between the two classes that day: The red-sneakers class seemed more attentive and thoughtful, and they laughed more. Part of the difference, I realized, was likely due not only to the sneakers, but to the effect they had on me. I didn’t feel more self-conscious, despite the reaction of my colleagues. Rather, I felt more confident. Even though I was teaching brand-new material, I felt more certain about its effectiveness, more poised when leading discussions, and more adept when making transitions.


At the end of each session that day, I asked the students to complete a short survey assessing my professional status and competence. For instance, I asked them to guess at my status within the school and how likely my research was to be featured in the Harvard Business Review. Interestingly, the students viewed me as having greater status when I wore the red shoes. They also thought my consulting rate was higher. All thanks to a pair of red sneakers.


After the second session, I bounced back to my office thinking the red-sneakers test was worth expanding on. So I devised an experiment in which I invited college students to complete a task that most of us would view as stressful (at least, without a few beers): singing the Journey song “Don’t Stop Believin’ ” in front of an audience of peers. Before the performance, I asked half the students to wear something that they agreed would make them feel uncomfortable—namely, a bandanna wrapped around their heads. (The bandanna, I expected, would serve as the nonconforming behavior—the headgear version of my red sneakers.) The other group did not wear a bandanna. With help from the karaoke machine, I measured note-hitting accuracy, as well as heart rate and confidence. The bandanna-wearing students sang better, had significantly lower heart rates, and also reported feeling more confident.


We all have opportunities to boost our confidence through nonconforming behaviors. In another study, I recruited a few hundred employees from different companies and asked some of them to behave in nonconforming ways at work over the next three weeks, such as voicing their disagreements with their colleagues’ decisions, expressing their true ideas or feelings rather than those they were expected to have, or proposing ideas that colleagues might find unconventional. I asked others to behave in conforming ways for three weeks, such as staying quiet and nodding along even when they disagreed with a colleague’s decision. And then I asked another set of individuals, the control group, to behave as usual during this time. After the three weeks had passed, members of the first group indicated that they felt more confident and engaged in their jobs than members of the other two groups. They were also more creative when completing a task I gave them as part of a three-week follow-up survey, and their supervisors rated them higher on both innovativeness and performance.


Nonconformity can enhance not only our professional lives, but our personal lives as well. When hanging out with friends, we’ve all found ourselves nodding along during a discussion, even when we seriously disagree with the argument being made. And at times, we may express emotions we don’t feel just to please those close to us. Or we might dress to fit in with a group, or order the same dish as our date even if we’d rather have something different. In research similar to my field study on employees and conformity, I asked a large group of college and MBA students to behave in ways that were conforming or nonconforming in their personal lives outside of work for a few weeks. The results of engaging in nonconforming behaviors were equally beneficial in the students’ personal lives. Nonconforming behaviors (such as expressing true preferences in social circles rather than going along with the majority opinion) improved their happiness in their day-to-day interactions. Interestingly, the participants had predicted just the opposite.


Despite our differences, we all share the desire to be happy. What my research suggests is that we can actually bring more joy into our lives by being rebels: by behaving in ways that defy conformity. And something as simple as a pair of red sneakers might make all the difference.


A MAN, LIKELY IN HIS THIRTIES, SITS AT A SMALL TABLE OUTSIDE A CAFÉ IN AMSTERDAM. Behind him, two picture windows reveal some of the life inside the café—menus on the walls, a large espresso machine, and waiters bustling to bring drinks and food to customers. This man is the protagonist of a short video clip that University of Amsterdam psychologist Gerben Van Kleef and his colleagues created for an experiment. Two versions of the video were shot. In the first version, the man violates what we would all probably agree are norms of proper public behavior: He puts his feet on another chair and flicks his cigarette ash to the ground. After consulting the menu, he doesn’t return it to its stand. And when the waitress asks for his order, he brusquely answers, “Bring me a vegetarian sandwich and a sweet coffee.” He does not reply when the waitress says, “Right away.” In the second version of the video, he behaves politely, crossing his legs and using the ashtray on the table. He also carefully returns the menu to the stand. And when the waitress asks for his order, he replies with a much more polite, “May I have a vegetarian sandwich and a sweet coffee, please?” and then thanks her when she says, “Right away.”


Imagine how you’d feel if you were waiting on the man in the first video. Having worked as a waitress when I was younger, I can say with confidence that he would have annoyed me. After all, being polite and respectful doesn’t require very much effort. Nor does sitting properly in a chair. Unfortunately, all of us encounter such irritating rule-breaking behavior on a regular basis. Someone puts their package on the only vacant train seat, so that you have to ask them to move it to sit down. Your boss walks abruptly into your office without knocking, interrupting your private phone call. A loud conversation in the movie theater distracts you from the film. A friend looks at her cell phone constantly during dinner. In these cases, rule breaking has gone too far, from the realm of the admirable to the realm of the annoying. But even if these norm violators drive us crazy, we still view them as powerful, research says.


In Van Kleef’s experiment, participants were divided into two groups, with half being asked to watch the first version of the video and the other half being asked to watch the second version. After watching, each participant answered a few questions about their reactions to the man depicted, including how powerful they viewed him to be. The result? Participants who watched the man violate norms in the first video were more likely to see him as powerful than those who watched him conform in the second video.


Power is typically associated with lack of constraint, and we think of powerful people as generally having the freedom to behave as they wish. Indeed, as you may have noticed in your own professional and personal life, people in powerful positions and those who feel powerful often act without fear of negative consequences. In one study, people who felt powerful were more likely than those who felt less powerful to switch off an annoying fan while working on a task that required concentration—they were less concerned about what the experimenter might think. Whether power is real or simply perceived, it leads us to take more risks, express stronger emotions and views, act based on our natural inclinations and impulses, and ignore situational pressure.
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