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Chapter 1


Here’s To The “Crazy Ones”
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Dr. Ari Levy stared calmly into my eyes and delivered the bad news. “The robots tell me you are fat.” So despite years of hearing my mother say, “You look great, honey,” it turns out I didn’t. The robots don’t lie.


That’s right, the robots are coming (if they are not already here), and according to experts, by 2030, they will be smarter and more efficient1 than us lowly humans.
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This is the basic conclusion of the theory known as “technological singularity” — a state in which computers begin to teach themselves to be smarter and smarter, outpacing our measly brains in about a dozen years.


Today, it means that machines objectively report your muscle density and fat percentage. Tomorrow, it will likely mean that Dr. Levy — a doctor bent on disrupting health care — will be working alongside more robots than people.


The late Stephen Hawking and the very much alive Elon Musk both expressed concern about the unfettered rise of artificial intelligence, wondering whether the consequences will benefit or harm humans — a question that is hotly debated by the smartest humans I know.


Much of this hubbub is based on Moore’s law, named after the founder of Intel, Gordon Moore.


In 1965, Moore made a prediction about what was clear to him would be the coming digital revolution. He had noticed that the number of transistors per square inch had doubled every year since their invention. From there, he extrapolated that computing would dramatically increase in power and decrease in cost at an exponential pace.


The extension of Moore’s law is that computers, machines that run on computers and computing power all will become smaller and faster with time.


His observation has led a number of other thought leaders to believe in mind-boggling shifts that will be coming at us faster and faster; and if you look at the rate of change today, you have to conclude that they are correct. (Remember when you thought that sending a package overnight or receiving a fax was proof you were living in the “space age”?)2


Regardless of your opinion about artificial intelligence, robots or the pace of change, one thing is for certain: We are all now living in what feels like a science fiction movie — particularly if you are trying to lead, grow or start a business.


So how does a business leader keep up with the rapid pace of change?


Enter the Disruptor — the hero of our story.
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As a young man, I liked to have money in my pocket. That meant that I took a lot of jobs and eventually manufactured my own ways to make money through entrepreneurship. Looking back, every one of my jobs — from ice cream scooper to furniture mover to laborer to designer — had me working for an entrepreneur.


They all worked, played, laughed, cried and lived too hard. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that most of them died too early. Like pieces of loud, grinding machinery, they ran too hot for too long. But man, they sure knew how to live — loud and large — when they were around.
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And, oh yes, every single one of my bosses was crazy. But maybe that is to be expected.


Consider this from someone who is the poster child for Disruptors everywhere: Steve Jobs. The following is from the interview he did as part of PBS’ “One Last Think” documentary.




 


 




“When you grow up you tend to get told the world is the way it is and your job is just to live your life inside the world. Try not to bash into the walls too much. Try to have a nice family life … save a little money.


“That’s a very limited life. Life can be much broader once you discover one simple fact … everything around you that you call life was made up by people that were no smarter than you. And you can change it, you can influence it, you can build your own things that other people can use.


“The minute that you understand that you can poke life and … if you push in, something will pop out the other side, that you can change it, you can mold it. That’s maybe the most important thing. It’s to shake off this erroneous notion that life is there and you’re just gonna live in it, versus embrace it, change it, improve it, make your mark upon it.


“I think that’s very important … once you learn it, you’ll want to change life and make it better, cause it’s kind of messed up in a lot of ways. Once you learn that, you’ll never be the same again.”
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WHOM THIS BOOK IS FOR


Thinking about my many Disruptor friends, I brewed up a strong pot of coffee and began to write a manifesto to describe their magical mojo. But after several attempts, it became clear that it had already been written by some creative guys named Craig Tanimoto, Rob Siltanen, Ken Segall and Lee Clow. They all worked for the advertising agency TBWA when Steve Jobs was looking to remake his then- struggling computer company.


In the late 1990s, Apple rebranded itself with the famously grammatically questionable tagline “Think different.” The capstone of the campaign, created by those four guys above, was a TV commercial known as “Here’s to the crazy ones.”


The following is what you heard as images of 17 iconic 20th century personalities — Albert Einstein, Bob Dylan, Martin Luther King, Jr., Richard Branson, John Lennon (with Yoko Ono), Buckminster Fuller, Thomas Edison, Muhammad Ali, Ted Turner, Maria Callas, Mohandas (Mahatma) Gandhi, Amelia Earhart, Alfred Hitchcock, Martha Graham, Jim Henson (with Kermit the Frog), Frank Lloyd Wright and Pablo Picasso — flashed on the screen:
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I literally get chills every time I hear Richard Dreyfuss, who did the voice-over, say those words.
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Perhaps, not surprisingly, the words were originally inspired by this passage from “Dead Poets Society” starring Robin Williams:
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Ironically, “The Crazy Ones” script was originally designed to be read by Robin Williams — a Disruptor in his own right.


So how did Steve Jobs originally respond to the ad? According to one of the creators, Rob Siltanen, Jobs loathed it.


“We played the spot once, and when it finished, Steve said, ‘It sucks! I hate it! It’s advertising agency sh**! I thought you were going to write something like Dead Poets Society! This is crap!’ ”


You can always count on Disruptors to tell you what is on their minds. Thankfully, you can also count on them to change their minds.3
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For nearly three decades, I have had the incredible honor of working with the “crazy ones,” the people who wake up every day with the intention of putting a dent in the universe — the ones who get things done. I’ve found them in the C-suites of Fortune 100 companies, in cash-starved startups and in third-generation family businesses.


Like many, I saw the dark shadows first. Working with and interviewing thousands of crazy people has revealed some traits that surprised me. At first blush, many of these habits and shadows may seem indulgent, crass or even frightening. But dig a little deeper and you will see that for every shadow, there is a brilliant light that helps illuminate change.


This book was written in honor of my Disruptor friends — the ones who are crazy enough to think they can change the world. My sincere hope is that this book inspires and empowers my friends as well as future generations of crazy ones. You are the Disruptors. And now, more than ever, the world needs you to do what you do best: Blow sh** up for the good of the whole.
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Chapter 2


The Future. Disruptors. And You. 
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It is 3:30 in the morning and my heart is racing. I can literally feel, hear and taste blood as my heart beats through my chest. It is so loud that I wonder why my wife is still asleep. I am sweating. It feels like a freight train is tearing through the room.


But like every entrepreneur, I realize I am the only one who hears it. And I realize I am hearing it almost every night now. Every. Single. Night.


This is not good. This is bullsh**. This is embarrassing. Things were going so well a couple of years ago, and now I’ve once again been violently awakened by my lovely subconscious thoughts.


I know what it means. My reptile brain — the brain stem responsible for survival — has been convinced by my subconscious that a nice dose of adrenaline is just what my body needs at 3:30 in the freaking morning. It is telling me I must wake up and do something. Aaaaargh!


No wonder most heart attacks happen around 4 a.m.


As my heart rate subsides, I consider the dream I just had. As usual, the dream has a predictable central theme: Do I fight or do I run away from what’s scaring me?


My subconscious sees something I don’t want to see. I realize that my subconscious has now been asking me the same fight or flight questions for the past two years. But I have been ignoring the signals because when awake, my stress is manageable. I am in action. I am creating. I am selling. I am cheerleading my team. I am able to be blissfully naïve.


But when I am sleeping, there is nowhere to hide from what my subconscious already knows: We are in trouble. We are on the edge of survival. We need to do something different. It is time to disrupt our company or we will soon be disrupted.


I will tell you how this story ends at the end of the chapter, but let me give you some context first. And I’ll tip my hand. EVERY SINGLE COMPANY — AND THAT INCLUDES YOURS AND MINE — IS IN DANGER OF BEING DISRUPTED.


Consider this:






	 

	 

	•


	 

	The world’s largest taxi company does not own any cars.









	 

	 

	•


	 

	The world’s largest media company does not create content.









	 

	 

	•


	 

	The world’s most valuable retailer has no inventory.









	 

	 

	•


	 

	The world’s largest “hotel chain” owns no real estate at all, not a single building.1










	 

	 

	•


	 

	Education has been reengineered by a hedge fund analyst.









	 

	 

	•


	 

	And a 16-year-old took down the record industry.










A few years ago, my company — Maddock Douglas, an innovation consultancy that has worked with more than 25 percent of the Fortune 500 — coined the term “Napster Moment” to help describe something we were seeing happen to smart leaders more and more often.
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This is exactly what a 16-year-old named Sean Parker did to the record industry more than a decade ago, as you might recall, with his company that he called Napster.
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Napster was based on code the teenage Parker wrote to solve a problem the industry did not see — the growing desire people had to access music at any time, anywhere, digitally.


Because of the industry’s blind spot, Napster became one of the fastest-growing companies of all time, amassing tens of millions of users within a year. And while it could not handle its rapid growth, its natural successor, iTunes, could — and the record industry as we used to know it no longer exists. By the way, iTunes doesn’t produce any music.


The shift of power, customers and profit that Napster caused is almost impossible to quantify. This type of shift only happens when a Disruptor takes on a challenge and completely ignores the existing rules.


 




Is the Status Quo Your Blind Spot?


You may have noticed that Napster Moments are happening more and more often. You also may have noticed that many executives don’t see them coming until it is too late. Just ask the CEOs of the hotel industry who laughed at Airbnb; or the taxi companies that are still trying to use legal action to stop Uber and Lyft; or the deans of colleges everywhere; or … .


Is your company going to become a forgotten bit of history? Is your industry heading for a Napster Moment? Is your expert status at risk? Worse, will a Napster Moment put you out of a job?


The symptoms that your company — and you — are vulnerable are easy to spot: an inefficient delivery model; forcing customers to buy bundled services they don’t want/need; the underserving of large parts of your potential market (e.g., millennials); or a cumbersome supply chain that is ripe for the picking. Do you see these symptoms? Or are you blind to them?


If you and your company have built the processes and culture to prepare you for uncertain futures, the symptoms above look like the start of an amazing race. Giddyup!


The vast majority of us have blinds spots that have been reinforced by years of knowing what worked and what didn’t. We need to keep reading.





The reason the Napster Moment happened is easier to understand: 16-year-olds don’t play by the rules.
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Neither will the leaders of tomorrow’s companies that upend other industries.


EXPLAINING TODAY’S BRAVE NEW WORLD


Long gone are the good old days where a potential sudden market shift was tempered by restrictive laws, huge capital requirements, industry secrets, detailed and complex distribution networks and expensive infrastructure. Today, “what’s next” is conceived by firebrand leaders who barbecue the sacred cows of established industries. (See Chapter 5.)


It took Facebook seven years to raise a billion dollars.


It took Uber five years.


It took Telegraph — a crypto play — just four months.


Yes, the future is coming faster and faster. No wonder established companies are freaking out. (And no wonder they are increasingly turning to Disruptors to help save the day.)


HOW TO AVOID A PUNCH IN THE MOUTH


At this point, it seems appropriate to quote the surprisingly great — at least in this context — business mind of Mike Tyson who famously said, “Everyone has a plan, ’til they get punched in the mouth.”
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Right now, the future is punching businesses of every size and type in the mouth, unmercifully, and the blows are coming faster and faster. It took the pioneering Sears and Roebuck Company 59 years to reach a billion dollars in revenue. It took Amazon and Google a mere five years to accomplish the same thing. (Even adjusting for inflation, that’s an impressive feat.)


 




Been to a record store lately? Dropped off any photos to be processed? Used a pay phone? Recorded an audio tape on a tape recorder? Used a video camera? Used a camera that wasn’t a phone? Read an afternoon paper (or been able to find a local morning one if you live in a small or even midsize city like New Orleans)? Bought a printed map? Placed a call from your hotel room through the hotel’s phone system? Ordered a set of encyclopedias? Rented a movie from a stand-alone video store like Blockbuster? Watched a TV commercial? Used a travel agent to book a simple trip?


Probably not.


The future already belongs to the Disruptors, and the rate of change is only going to increase. (For a list of industries — not companies — that are soon likely to be in trouble, see “Who’s Next To Be Disrupted?” beginning on page 13.





Since 2000, 52 percent of the companies in the Fortune 500 have either gone bankrupt, been acquired or have ceased to exist. Yale professor Richard Foster, the man who founded the technology and innovation practice at McKinsey, projects that in four years, 75 percent of the companies on the Fortune 500 list will be companies we have not even heard of yet.


Today, the media is fond of talking about people like Sean Parker (who went on to become the first president of Facebook), Sara Blakely (the billionaire who founded Spanx), Richard Branson, Mark Cuban, Oprah Winfrey and Elon Musk. They often describe them as rule breakers or Disruptors. They don’t need Ivy League credentials or your permission to take on any company — big or small.


And their minds work in ways that may surprise you. (Studying what they do to be successful could help you.)


In the past, when great leaders wanted to gain feedback, they looked to people who were delighted by their product or service. But when we deeply examine our most loyal customers and fans for insights into how well we are doing, we miss the opportunity to hear about the glaring gaps in our performance. While your No. 1 fan tells you what you want to hear, haters will tell you what you need to hear. Disruptors start with what people hate — something we will explore in detail in Chapter 7.
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If you go to the people who absolutely loathe your product or service and ask them for feedback, you’ll often find HUGE opportunities to improve your offering. 


Disruptors start with hate (to innovate). That’s the subject of Chapter 7. They also know that victims suck — the subject of Chapter 4 — so they frequently turn your problems into their opportunities.


How? Well, they start by challenging convention (i.e., what everyone knows), such as: “Everyone knows you need a credit card or cash to make a purchase.” There are a growing number of places that no longer accept cash. There is no federal law that mandates that you must.


Then they use frameworks to scale systems and memorialize wisdom, moving from “surreal” vision (self-driving cars…are you completely nuts?) to sound strategy. Many Disruptors are more likely to build a platform than a product. (We will discuss this in Chapter 5.)
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WHO’S NEXT TO BE DISRUPTED? 
A GLIMPSE AT A DIFFERENT FUTURE


When it comes to disruption, let me give you three industries that I think are going to be in trouble very soon, to show you what I am talking about. I am only going to discuss three, but, honestly, I think it is harder to find industries that won’t be in trouble than those that will. Most of us are going to see our industries and lives upended.


Insurance


Here you have a noble industry with an antiquated distribution model (agents, complicated paperwork) and outdated communication/jargon.2


Mavericks in this industry are working on making their communications more authentic, which means more understandable, down-to-earth, positive, credible, relevant and memorable. Equally important, they are working to find ways that consumers can interact with their products the way they want to. Think self-directed purchasing and/or customization of products and services.


One solution to winning in this vulnerable industry: If you can’t build the change you need, buy it. The industry is currently investing billions in acquisitions and venture models.
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Lending and Payments


If you have a great credit score and have had trouble getting a mortgage, you know how ripe this sector of the economy is for change. Add to that the growing number of “unbanked” people and the fact that there are too many hands in the consumers’ pockets during just about every step of every financial transaction, and you understand the opportunity here.


True story: I recently gave up on refinancing our home because the amount of documentation required was a nonstarter. It was clear that it would literally take months to complete the process. My time is worth more than a half a point in interest. I suspect I am not alone.3
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Enter crowdfunding companies and technology solutions that are able to fund things on smaller scales than banks and traditional lending institutions — or offer completely different ways to pay. Facebook is now in the payment business, following the lead of Square — another Disruptor that made it possible for anyone anywhere to take credit cards. (If you haven’t experienced this firsthand, go to a crafts fair this weekend. You will see what I mean.)


One solution to winning in this vulnerable industry: Use data differently. There are plenty of ways to predict creditworthiness beyond credit scores, debt and income. In the future, these lagging indicators will be seen as marginally reliable at best.


MEDICAL, DENTAL AND VETERINARY CARE


These industries are ripe for change because of hassle factors, overly burdened providers, out-of-control costs, mistrust of insurance companies, and patients being at the mercy of inefficient models. Patients need to have more control over their care, costs and outcomes.
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The changes here have been incremental: one-day surgery centers, emergency care facilities and the like. But the innovations are only marginally better than the ones that came before them. No one who has ever waited two hours in an emergency care center to be treated for an earache is going to say things are working as well as they could.


One solution to winning in this vulnerable industry: Stop asking the doctors and the vets4 what the patients need. They will answer, “More comfortable waiting rooms” instead of asking, “Why do we make people wait?” Look for your solutions in companies and organizations that deliver unsurpassed customer service and empathy. Respectfully, too many industries try to solve problems by relying on the thinking of smart people WITHIN their industry. Not surprisingly, Albert Einstein got this one right when he said, “We can’t solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we used when we created them.”


Your experts are too rooted in the past to conceive the solutions your customers will demand and get one way or another.
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LEGAL SERVICES AND CONSULTING


You know how everyone has a joke about a lawyer or a consultant? If you own a law firm or are in the consulting industry, those jokes are nothing to giggle about. They are actually a sign of the growing frustrations related to process, costs, customer experience and complexity. These two industries are just entering their most disruptive periods in history.


As I said, this is just a partial list of the types of companies that may be in trouble soon. Accounting services are going to be upended; so, too, is car buying (even if you do your shopping online, actually “closing” the deal and being able to drive the car off the lot takes hours); college textbooks won’t cost north of $100 in the near future. You get the idea. Yes, technologies like Blockchain and AI will drastically shift the fulcrum of power in all these industries — but they will be disrupted because people are not satisfied with the current experience.


AND NOW BACK TO MY STORY


The story at the beginning of this chapter is as real as it gets. Waking up afraid of imminent failure is a pattern that has happened to me like clockwork every seven years that I have been in business. What I have learned from my dreams/nightmares is that the fear is being caused by subconscious realizing that there are some firms that have started nibbling around the edges of my business and others that have the ability to put me out of business with their new approach to what I do for a living.


I have also learned that I am not the only one having these (bad) dreams. Other entrepreneurs report the same thing is happening to them, and they tell me they long for the days when they could go seven years without them. They are occurring more frequently and accelerating as technology brings us the future faster and faster.


What they — and I — have realized is that each time we have these dreams, it is an opportunity to think differently, to reinvent and reinvigorate our businesses — to be the Disruptor.


This book is intended to be a road map of sorts. It will empower anyone who dreams of making a difference in their community, company or family. The chapters will serve as a checklist to follow as you try to create disruption of your own.


Why go through this exercise? That’s simple: The best way to predict the future is to create it.


That’s what Disruptors do.


Are you ready? Let’s start creating the future.
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Chapter 3


Disruptors Have Ghosts
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To most people, Joseph (Joe) O’Brien seemed at the top of his game.


His company, RevivalX Capital, had reached No. 18 on the Inc. 500 list of the fastest-growing companies in the U.S. He had three healthy, rambunctious boys, and his beautiful bride, Mary, was always beaming by his side in the countless pictures that chronicled his success. Wealthy, healthy and smiling, they appeared to be living the American Dream.


But things were not as they seemed.


Joe lived a paradoxical, Jekyll-and-Hyde life. One moment he was a warm, genuine guy — someone gifted with movie star-like charisma who demanded attention from everyone around him. He could charm his way into the best seat in the house and make deals through persuasion and kindness. But beneath the smile, Joe was also ferociously rigid. And when someone violated a commitment, plan or principle, Joe would change into a manic street fighter. This moment of transformation was shocking and unexpected, even for those who thought they knew him.


Here’s an example:


Once on a Colorado ski trip with Joe, back when he was just a casual acquaintance, I made the mistake of jokingly shoving snow in his face as we were waiting for others in our group. Joe snapped. He drove me into a deep snowdrift and began pounding snow in my face. He was sitting on my arms and I was absolutely helpless. My giggling quickly stopped as I heard Joe scream, “Say uncle! I want to hear you say you’re done!” He meant it. Fearing he was going to hurt me, I quickly said, “Uncle.”


Later that day, our group did an exercise, during which we each described the highs and lows of our lives. It was then that I learned Joe had an emotionally brutal childhood, which included his parents divorcing when he was young, schoolyard fights and ultimately being “sentenced” to an east coast boarding school hundreds of miles from his home because he was deemed unmanageable. His saving grace was his stepfather and eventual business partner, Jim. According to Joe, Jim stepped in and “saved me from myself,” and then quickly talked about what a great life he had.1
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At that moment, I came to understand Joe’s Jekyll-and-Hyde behavior.


He was fighting his ghost.


MEET THE GHOST


I have never met a Disruptor who did not have a ghost.


Never.


We all have ghosts.


If you are a Disruptor, you’ll recognize the pattern. The ghost appears in the middle of the night or in moments of uncertainty. The ghost is the voice in your head that tells you that you don’t measure up to the rest of the class, even though it has been decades since you attended school. It is the whisper that informs you that your dad will never approve of you, even though you have outearned and outloved him by every measure. It is the secret teller that threatens to let the world know that you grapple with a mental disability like dyslexia or ADHD, which you’ve been trying to hide since you discovered it because you think people will perceive you as different and weak. It is the voice telling you that you are an imposter in your job, that you are completely outside your area of expertise, and someone — everyone — is going to find out. It is the righteous judge that tells you that you will never be rich enough, smart enough, skinny enough, funny enough, strong enough or clever enough to succeed — despite having the potential to be the most successful person your friends will ever know.
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he said, “Only the paranoid survive."
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