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Praise for The CodeBreaker Mindset™


“The CodeBreaker Mindset™ is a compelling and practical framework for navigating complexity with clarity and courage. Chitra Nawbatt draws on her lived experience and deep network of leaders to illuminate the often-unspoken rules that shape success. Her insights are sharp, her guidance actionable, and her voice both wise and generous. This book is an essential read for anyone seeking to lead, adapt, and create value in a rapidly changing world.”


—Sarah Friar, OpenAI, Chief Financial Officer, and Walmart, Board Member


“In The CodeBreaker Mindset™, Chitra Nawbatt engages some of the most innovative executives from across industries to uncover the skills that empower people to thrive amid rapidly accelerating change. These leaders share the rules they follow—and the ones they had to break—to achieve success, making this a compelling read for anyone ready to create their own bold plan of action.”


—Thasunda Brown Duckett, TIAA, President and CEO; Nike, Board Member; and NY Liberty, Investor


“In The CodeBreaker Mindset™, Chitra Nawbatt pulls back the curtain on what it truly takes to navigate the complexities of career and life. She shows us that while every journey has critical moments, it’s how we respond that shapes our trajectory. This book offers clear, actionable frameworks to decode challenges in business and life, empowering readers to pivot and rise with confidence. Informed by her own path and the lived experiences of influential leaders across high-stakes global industries, this is an essential guide for anyone ready to take ownership of their career and life on their own terms.”


—James D. White, The Honest Company, Chairman of the Board, and Jamba Inc., former Chairman, President, and CEO


“The CodeBreaker Mindset™ challenges us to think boldly about how we grow, transform, and lead in times of disruption and continuous rapid change. Chitra Nawbatt taps into her distinguished journey accelerating innovation across multiple industries—and the wisdom gained from pioneering global leaders—to share how to break through barriers, get ahead of the competition, and win on your own terms. The CodeBreaker Mindset™ Equation reveals a powerful framework that shows individuals and organizations how to reinvent themselves to multiply their impact, push boundaries, and create extraordinary outcomes.”


—Sanjiv Mehta, L Catterton India, Executive Chairman, and Hindustan Unilever, former Chairman and CEO


“In The CodeBreaker Mindset™, Chitra Nawbatt starts with a core belief that it is possible for everyone and anyone to build an amazing and fulfilling life on their own terms, achieving their fullest potential. Her life experiences allow her to brilliantly position it as a guide and compass for navigating a confusing time where chaos is the norm, and the rules humanity has long lived by are in upheaval. It equips readers with the knowledge and street smarts, or ‘codes,’ to architect and accomplish their plan of action. By learning the tools discussed in the book, such as written and unwritten rules, pivots, serendipity, and informed intuition, readers can build the life and career they want. The CodeBreaker Mindset™ empowers people to understand the game, compete, and win in various aspects of life.”


—VN “Tiger” Tyagarajan, Bain Capital, Senior Advisor; BCG, Senior Advisor; Jabil Inc., Board Member; Kantar, Board Member; and Genpact, former President and CEO


“We live in a world of enormous opportunity and unrelenting chaos. Aspiring leaders like mariners of old need a lode star and Chitra Nawbatt has provided one right in the nick of time. This book will resonate with leaders who want to turbocharge their organizations and inspire all around them to higher levels of achievement.”


—Frank McKenna, C.M., TD Bank Group, Vice Chairman; former Ambassador of Canada to the United States; and former Premier of New Brunswick


“In The CodeBreaker Mindset™, Chitra Nawbatt uncovers the powerful truths about success that are rarely taught but universally needed. Drawing from her own journey and the unfiltered insights of top leaders across diverse, high-stakes global industries, she unpacks the written and unwritten rules of business, life, and organizational culture with precision and purpose. This book is a road map to navigating the unseen forces that influence business growth, innovation, and careers at any stage. It’s essential reading for anyone committed to excelling in life, enterprise, and leadership.”


—Thomas S. Caldwell, C.M., Caldwell Financial Ltd. & Urbana Corporation, Chairman
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To fathers and mothers










Introduction



Do you have dreams that linger in your mind? Goals birthed, either a long time ago or recently, that you fantasize about but hesitate to act on? Most of us do—whether it’s attending that school of choice, landing a highly coveted job, or forging new relationships. What’s holding you back?


Courage? Confidence? Freedom and agility—whether emotional, mental, or financial? Know-how? Permission? Do you know where to start? All the above? The requirements can seem daunting, given everything going on in life.


Many of us have these doubts and fears. We feel stuck and may not have the fortitude to try. Some try, work hard, and follow the rules, yet still don’t make it.


Why?


Because they don’t know how to play the game. Do you?





Life Is a Game


Life is structured like a game. I’m not referring to children’s recreation. Nor do I mean “gaming” as a verb, as in to manipulate or be unfair or unscrupulous.


We exist in a paradigm of players, written and unwritten rules, moves and pivots, where outcomes are decided by using instinct and informed intuition, skill, strength, or luck.


Whether you realize it, or like it, most things are not as they appear to be. They fall into game structures. At the time of your birth, you entered the game. Family, school, work, and relationships each operate within specific games and codes.


Yet, we’re not taught how to recognize or navigate them. To survive, much less thrive, through life and a career, knowing the rules is make or break.


The CodeBreaker Mindset™


I was one of these people. Unaware of the hidden multi-level and layered games and codes, naïve to the emotional intelligence and cues required to win. I had to learn the hard and painful way how to become a CodeBreaker.


That’s why I wrote The CodeBreaker Mindset™—to share what I learned from my stretches, scars, and successes, from proficiently rising from the trenches to the heights of six-plus unique industries, with no insider connections or privilege, only strategy and persistence. And also to offer insights from the fifteen distinguished global leaders from various industries whom I researched and interviewed in-depth for The CodeBreaker Mindset™. These leaders, in order of appearance in the book, are Dr. Astro Teller (Alphabet, The Moonshot Factory, Co-Founder and Captain), Navin Chaddha (Mayfield Fund, Managing Partner), Kazembe Ajamu (5Tre The Blade, CEO and Father of Zendaya), Ken Ohashi (Brooks Brothers, CEO), Reshma Saujani (Girls Who Code and Moms First, Founder), Steve Kraus (Bessemer Venture Partners, Partner), Jon Korngold (Blackstone, Global Head of Blackstone Growth), Dr. David Thomas (Morehouse College, President), Bruce Cohen (Academy Award and Tony Award winner and Emmy-nominated Producer), BD Wong (Tony Award winner and Emmy-nominated Actor), Mindy Grossman (Consello, Partner and Vice Chair; Fanatics, Board Member; former CEO of WW), Ndidi Okonkwo Nwuneli (ONE Campaign, President and CEO), Tory Burch (Tory Burch LLC, Founder, Executive Chairman, Chief Creative Officer ), Michelle Peluso (Revlon, CEO, and Nike, Board Member), and Yannick Colaco (FanCode, Co-Founder, and former National Basketball Association [NBA], India, Managing Director). You will receive their wisdom in their own words that they shared with me in our respective interviews. These expressions are meant to inspire you not to succumb to the status quo, but to soar high to reach your dreams, to acquire the mindset and practical skills needed to break into spaces that you were previously locked out of and blocked from.


We go through life thinking everything and everyone is transparent, linear, and merit-driven. Believing information, access, relationships, knowledge, and resources are democratic is far from reality, especially given the haves and have-nots, insiders and outsiders, and gatekeepers who strive to keep us out.


The Codes


Every ecosystem—whether academic, corporate, political, or social—has rules. The way into exclusive circles isn’t just about credentials; it’s about knowing the real requirements. These codes, or collective rules, dictate how things get done. They manifest as educational, cultural, bureaucratic, structural, and professional systems, which you should understand if you want to get in or get ahead. The codes are the ways people communicate and connect.


Many of the codes that will make or break your success exist in the realm of unstated behavioral and cultural rules and nuances. The way into exclusive circles isn’t just about credentials; it’s about uncovering the real requirements. When you do, you’ll realize over time that these, too, are not static. The next opportunity arises when you have tuned into the signals that inform you when the hard and soft requirements shift, so you can pivot your strategy into action accordingly.


When it comes to signals, they show up all the time, but many of us aren’t aware or equipped to spot them. Signs and messages can come from your intuition and informed intuition, as well as serendipitous or fortuitous encounters.


Insiders


Some people, like the privileged elite, absorb these rules from birth. They grow up immersed, watching their parents maneuver power dynamics, learning by osmosis, and inheriting an intuitive understanding of how the game is played. They are insiders.


For example, if your mom or dad is a CEO of a Fortune 500 company or the president or prime minister of a country, from childhood, you were exposed to these worlds. You show up in the world with this frame of reference soaked into your pores, consciously and subconsciously.


Outsiders


Most of us are outsiders. We believe that merit alone will open doors. But knowing the written rules is only the tip of the iceberg. Succeeding, especially at the highest insular tiers of society, is about mastering the unwritten rules.


These written and unwritten rules form the codes that equip you with the knowledge and street smarts to orchestrate and accomplish your plan of action. You may wonder if there is a list of all the written and unwritten codes. Unfortunately, there isn’t because the rules differ based on context and other factors, including geography, time period, age, gender, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, culture, industry, function, socio-economic class, maturity of any dimension, etc. Learning, navigating, and leveraging both types of rules are critical to CodeBreaking.



Leader or Follower


Knowing the rules exist doesn’t mean you have to follow them. CodeBreaking isn’t about conformity—it’s about strategy. It’s about knowing when to play along, pivot, or defy the paradigms and expectations of others.


From birth, we’re conditioned to stay in line, to comply with society’s expectations and systems, to think small and be realistic. Becoming a Code-Breaker means rewiring your brain so you can override that subconscious voice telling you “No,” “You can’t do that,” “You’re not smart enough,” or “You don’t belong.” Form a new empowering mindset to get in and play the game that until now, you’ve been excluded from.


Know and accept that many of these game structures are not fair. They require elevating how you think and act. Tune your mind into problem-solving mode, stay sharp, and don’t settle for the status quo.


Do You Need a CodeBreaker Mindset?


Yes. The rules of life that governed our parents, grandparents, and forefathers are gone. We live in a world where chaos is the norm (see chapter 1), a never-before-seen era of permanent turmoil, where transparency and trust have evaporated. We live in fluidity, where most things are like water slipping through our hands.


If you don’t know the full rules of the game, you are competing from a deficit with blind spots because you don’t know all the requirements and invisible influences at play. You are occupying space, existing in the status quo. This affects your ability to be alert to opportunities, to persevere, and to prevail in any context. Without a CodeBreaker Mindset, you risk being irrelevant, outmaneuvered, and left behind.


The Game vs. The Player


If you are vying for something, but don’t know all the rules and miss out on achieving it, you can create self-doubt, self-blame, and hamper your confidence. When you don’t achieve, you may misperceive the situation and yourself, over-attributing the failure to your lack of self-belief and abilities. When in fact, the issue may have nothing to do with your own merits, but rather with other inputs in the game that are outside of your control and influence.


In that scenario, you may continue to think and operate ineffectively. The longer you continue to flounder and fail, the more your behavior reinforces your negative thoughts and actions. The compounding effect will derail, dim, and diminish you. You may be less inclined to take risks or perhaps stop taking them altogether. Your lack of confidence will hinder or cripple you, keep you subverted and stuck, and will negatively impact your career and life.


How you see yourself matters. See yourself as a victim, and you become one. See yourself as a champion and CodeBreaker, and you will become a force of nature, a conqueror of life’s storms, manifesting from nothing.


You Have One Life


Each one of us is a creator, here to bring something into existence. For this to happen, we have to be a real contender in the game, which means knowing how to play to win. Many accept what people tell them and scoop up whatever crumbs fall from the table. Maybe they get lucky. Many likely end up with an average or mediocre life, or as Henry David Thoreau put it in Life in the Woods, leading “lives of quiet desperation.”


Don’t take no for an answer. Don’t be defined by how others see you. You don’t have to become a victim of your circumstances or be oppressed by others or a system that claims you’re inferior.


I’m the outsider who learned to CodeBreak my way past gatekeepers and naysayers into intersections that were beyond my vision. Writing The CodeBreaker Mindset™ is one such example. If I can do it, so can you!


I’m not trying to glamorize what it takes to break through. For me, it involved trial by fire in terms of learning the written and unwritten rules, pivoting even when I didn’t want to or know how to, and realizing the power and gifts that exist in informed intuition and serendipity. This is the framework and pattern recognition for professional judgment and decision-making in leadership, career, and life that played out for me repeatedly. Once I became consciously aware that this had evolved into an anchor structure for me, I had the epiphany to assemble these factors into The CodeBreaker Mindset™ Equation.


I wrote The CodeBreaker Mindset™ to share this equation and decision-making compass. It’s possible to build an amazing and fulfilling life on your terms, where you live to your fullest potential. Be whatever you aspire to be—not what someone else wants or thinks you should be.


Snatch inspiration and fuel from the heights of excellence of the fifteen global leaders I interviewed and discuss in this book, and my own multi-modal and multi-industry roller coaster life, captured in chapter 2. In the first part of The CodeBreaker Mindset™, we dissect “The Codes” and each element in The CodeBreaker Mindset™ Equation. We then progress to the second section on how to “Become A CodeBreaker,” where we explore how “Information Is Power,” how “The Status Quo Is Not Your Friend,” and the value in “Creating Ecosystems and Network Effects.” The final segment progresses to the next horizon of CodeBreaking in “Victorious CodeBreaker,” where we will “Study the Outliers” and “Access the Force of Nature in You and Make It Happen” to power your competitive advantage.


Are you ready to get in the game? My hope is for you to move forward, not limited by headwinds or ceilings, especially artificial and fabricated ones that other people or structures try to place in your life. Embrace The Code-Breaker Mindset™ and accept that you can be this intentional and powerful.


The sooner you understand the game and playing field, the sooner you can start developing The CodeBreaker Mindset™ to chart and pursue your plan of action. To begin, let’s understand the world in which we’re learning to CodeBreak by examining the chaotic macro forces affecting our existence. Knowing what we’re up against will equip us to be victorious CodeBreakers!


Let’s go!










Chapter 1



Chaos Is the New Norm




The only certainty is that nothing is certain.1


—Pliny the Elder, first-century philosopher





We are in the age of the CodeBreaker. The rules humanity has long lived by, the written and the unwritten rules, are in upheaval. The only way to stay in the game is to see what’s happening beneath the surface and improv the right response. When we’re slammed from all sides, we can either buckle under the pressure or become forces of nature ourselves and power forward.


Brandi Carlile, a notable folk and country artist, sings about dancing in a hurricane. It evokes such a beautiful, if not slightly terrifying, vision. In the song, she cautions to only dance while standing in the eye, the one place we can ride out the storm amid the world’s maelstrom, and hope to survive and thrive.


Some say there is no eye of the storm in today’s world. But CodeBreakers use their knowledge and abilities to generate an inner climate of calm, an eye within the hurricane of life. Once the eye is created, it allows us to maneuver to higher ground. Unless we’re born into privilege or get very lucky, only those who master the art of CodeBreaking will ultimately win.


This is not an exaggeration. Change is coming at us fast and furious, from all angles, at an unprecedented pace. The values, frameworks, standards, and assumptions of the past struggle to apply to the present.


How did we get to this point? When did it all change? Who’s to blame?


It was a perfect storm of circumstances. Here are a few of the causes that society is experiencing:




	Rapid advances in technology and artificial intelligence (AI) are disrupting every aspect of our world.


	Global pandemics and health crises are ripping away any sense of normalcy and exposing our many vulnerabilities.


	Mental health crisis has people of all ages struggling or impaired in their ability to survive.


	Significant changes in how we relate to each other personally and professionally. For example, there are major shifts in how people view their relationship with work, and what employees want, need, and expect from stakeholders.


	Tug of war over where many countries and democracies are heading and the values they will uphold.


	Explosion of misinformation and disinformation is leading to widespread distrust and discord.


	Erosion and thinning of our communities are fraying the social ties and relationships that once held us together.


	Growing wealth disparity and fragmentation are causing resentment and division between the haves and have-nots.


	Burnout is on the rise as people’s bandwidths are saturated and exhausted with life to date, relentless change, and trauma.





You’re not imagining the acceleration of chaos. It’s been cranked to the max for some time. For all these reasons and more, you’re likely operating with reduced capacity and patience. There’s less ability to process, replenish, and push ahead than even a few years ago. It’s not just you who’s struggling. It’s everyone. All the people you know from your professional, personal, and social circles—and the people you are yet to meet—are stretched beyond limits.


Living in Chaos


Living in chaos isn’t new.


We are a world of nations and communities, built on disruption and upheaval. Some of it is bad and some of it is good. Previously, the arc of discovery, human change, and breakthrough evolved on much slower timelines. Yet, the advances made by our forefathers toppled the status quo by drastically altering the playing field and the rules of the game. Humans have been facing the unexpected since the beginning of time and have been resilient and adaptable. Despite turmoil, we’ve always survived and gone on to create amazing innovations.


Think about the advances we’ve made over the last several centuries. The First Industrial Revolution, which spanned the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, shifted many countries’ agrarian economies to those based on mass production and capitalism as people flocked to cities to work in newly constructed factories. Then came the Second Industrial Revolution, bringing us electric power, cars, and telephones in time for the turn of the twentieth century. The next leap ushered in the Information Age, followed by our current era of technology and AI.


That brings us to where we are today, a time of no rules, constants, or predictability. This is the beginning of the CodeBreaker era. Finding your grounding is crucial in this new world of uncertainty and instability—one where all the rules we once depended on to shape our lives no longer apply. This is a most urgent assignment. While it is not easy, it is possible.



It’s Time for a New Handbook


Not that long ago, people could follow relatively reliable formulas to yield their desired and expected results. For example, forty to sixty years ago, if you wanted to earn a comfortable middle-class living, you might choose to become an accountant, nurse, or manager, and you would likely have been successful. Today, attending and graduating from the best schools and even obtaining professional designations or multiple degrees no longer provide a linear, predictable, or guaranteed path. The tried and true rules for success are obsolete. Even the career best practices from ten years ago, and sometimes even more recent ones, are irrelevant.


It’s not just that the job market has shifted. The handbook for living a successful life got thrown out the window. If you’re not one of the lucky few born into or invited into the elite echelons of society, you’ll be navigating the storm not just without a compass but also blindfolded and gagged.


In a world of never-ending change, weakened and evaporating relationships, unparalleled technological growth, and the compound effect of everything happening all at once, you and only you can take control of your destiny. No one will hand you a golden opportunity. It is up to you to figure out how to turn the knobs and work the levers of ability, expertise, relationships, influence, and power to get the results you want, dream about, and are yet to envision.


I’m not calling on you to be some kind of all-knowing wizard. I’m asking you to be smart and discerning, and to use the tools we’ll learn in The CodeBreaker Mindset™ to build the life and career you want. One that’s extraordinary. I’m calling on you to be a CodeBreaker. Living your life in a vortex of unmitigated chaos calls for nothing less.


Don’t worry if that seems daunting right now; we’ll get there together. First, it’s essential to understand what’s driving the chaos. It seems that functioning in the world is more complex than ever before, and you should know exactly what you’re up against. Here is an exploration of the modern drivers of disorder and some insights about how they are impacting your day-to-day existence, well-being, career, and life trajectory.



The Five Agents of Chaos


Agent of Chaos 1: Technology and Artificial Intelligence (AI)


Technology and AI have driven a high velocity of change, and thus, competition. Since the mid-1970s, when the early Microsoft and Apple computers were first sold to consumers, through the present day, technology-led growth and digital transformation have penetrated and saturated most of the world. The explosion of AI, with increasing rates of business and consumer adoption, only exponentially accelerates the rapid speed of tech-enabled innovation.


All areas of life are permanently disrupted. Where there used to be constants, there are now only variables—and the variables are more dynamic than ever. Traditional structures and institutions designed to educate and equip populations to own and drive innovation (i.e., education, apprenticeships, fiscal and monetary policy, government, regulation, business, and economic structures) can’t keep up with the high rate of change. The old frameworks of reference we’ve operated under are no longer relevant. In short, all bets are off.


The pace of innovation from technology and AI is dynamic, and both linear and nonlinear. Innovations arise every day. This spurs only more competition, more racing and chasing for the people, processes, systems, education, ideas, innovation, and life and business hacks that allow us to tread water and swim ahead. People with the most up-to-date technology and AI can get “there” faster.


Agent of Chaos 2: The Breakdown of Reliable Data


There is a significant gap and breakdown in independent, objective, factual sources of data and information. Given the five agents of chaos, it has become even harder for people to understand what is true, verifiable data, versus what is false, a perception, distortion, misrepresentation, or manipulation. We just don’t know who and what to believe anymore. This keeps us cynical and somewhat in the dark.


Also, with technology and AI, there’s been an exponential explosion of data, information, and content. It comes at us all the time in our analog and digital lives, especially through the many social media channels. Technology and AI are being used to adjust, alter, enhance, embellish, distort, and manipulate data, facts, images, voices, videos, everything. We’re surrounded by illusions, distorted reality, and information being presented through agenda-driven sources.


Think about the simple filters on cameras and social media that amplify appearances and sounds. Media platforms are widely known to be used by people to show highly filtered aspects of their lives. Visual filters make images and videos look good. People post curated content with captions designed to drive a predetermined perception or self-serving agenda. No wonder we can no longer believe what we see, read, or hear. Even the blue check marks used on many social media platforms to signify vetted and trusted sources no longer mean that. Those blue check marks can be purchased. It is getting harder and harder to know what is independent, verifiable, and accurate data-driven information.


Agent of Chaos 3: Thinning and Transactional Relationships and Ecosystems


We’ve replaced strong neighborhoods, communities, and value-based relationships with paper-thin groups and networks that are mostly online.


In simpler times, our communities were robust and reliable due to factors like geographic and physical proximity and connectivity, as well as relatively more in-person linkages, and aligned societal, cultural, and values structures. Survival was dependent on having a village or neighborhood of people you could count on. Communities and cohorts, based on shared values, did a pretty good job of taking care of each other. People worked in and fueled the local economy, and built strong relationships with those they went to school with, worked with, and lived alongside.


Today, we’ve moved far away from this concept of deep community as online communication has usurped the place of in-person interactions. Technology and social media haven’t connected us quite as well as their creators envisioned. It’s difficult to find deep communities on social media and online. These platforms, whether LinkedIn, Instagram, TikTok, Meta (formerly known as Facebook), X (formerly known as Twitter), YouTube, text, WhatsApp, etc., can be thin, superficial, random, and very short-form in nature. This short-form style of communication increases the risk of misinterpretation. This exacerbates short-form attention spans. Short-form alliances and transactions are camouflaged as relationships.


Will these online acquaintances be there in your time of need? Social media vanity metrics may not translate to real-world sway. How many of them will buy a product or service from you? How many will give you an introduction that leads to life, education, or career opportunities? It’s not that opportunities can’t come from today’s superficial relationships. They can, but they may be very random and rare in occurrence, effectiveness, and impact.


Agent of Chaos 4: Scarcity of Time, Energy, and Bandwidth


Less time, energy, and bandwidth for each other are causing human relationships to deteriorate. It’s very challenging today to maintain strong, healthy, long-lasting relationships. Look at your life. Do you have an abundance of people with whom you have grown up, gone to college or university, done business, and maintained ties with for many years? Taking the United States as an example, research shows that 54 percent of adults have fewer than five close friends, 8 percent of adults have no close friends, and 38 percent of adults have five or more close friends.2


It’s natural to lose touch with people as we branch out, grow, and evolve. Previously, we invested in and preserved the personal and professional relationships that mattered to us. In today’s vortex of chaos, multiple factors cause the deterioration of those crucial relationships. These include a rise in physical and mental health problems that steal our focus or make it hard to show up; shortening attention spans; the onslaught of technology changing the way we live, work, and communicate; and the ability to block or unfollow people with the swipe of a finger. Today’s cancel culture encourages us to end relationships with people we disagree with or for whom we don’t have the bandwidth to deal with. This should be no surprise after years of steep polarization and division, and the fact that the continued deterioration of social skills has disabled us from resolving disagreements and conflicts.


Irrespective of the reasons for social and relationship deterioration, the impact is profound. We’re all less stable and less able to be an available, decent family member, friend, colleague, employee, or leader. We simply have less time, energy, dexterity, and capability to invest in and sustain relationships.


The scarcity of time, energy, and bandwidth also significantly affects our ability to see, receive, digest, process, and act on the data, information, and signals we encounter every moment of each day. If our bandwidth is limited, we may miss that traffic and the ability to recognize the potential in people we meet. Or we may see it but be unable to partially or fully discern who or what is in front of us. We may lack the capability to calculate all the data and signals to make the appropriate observations and conclusions about what is happening and how to proceed.


Agent of Chaos 5: The Evaporation of Values and Trust


It’s challenging to find alignment in values and trust with others. Today’s world is charged with division and skepticism. Maybe you’ve noticed how on edge everyone seems? We’re filled with tension and anxiety due to the political, economic, social, cultural, and ideological turbulence around us, as nations and global communities grapple with values and beliefs. We’re cynical and suspicious of each other. Every day, we become more polarized. It can feel risky to speak our truth or express our perspective because there may be consequences—getting blocked, fired, unfriended, or canceled. With so many of us short on patience, empathy, and mental and emotional dexterity, conditions are ripe for turbulence and conflict.


In this charged environment, trust is wearing thin. We can’t count on trust to build the bridges and sense of loyalty it once did. We’ve replaced allegiance with a transactional framework in all elements of our ecosystem. Organizations and leaders are failing to incentivize the behaviors that would build and sustain trusting, enduring relationships and networks. Having to deal with the continuous change brought on by technology and AI—the first agent of chaos—doesn’t help. As a result of these transactional behaviors and relationships, people who may have once been loyal employees are leaving their organizations sooner. Companies are more comfortable with laying off talented workers than ever before.


Opportunities for trust decrease exponentially with everything being temporary and transient. How can you build sustaining, trusting relationships when everyone is out for themselves? Self-survival is at its peak, and it is the focus at all costs.


CASE STUDY


Dr. Astro Teller, The Moonshot Factory (division of Alphabet), Co-Founder and Captain


Dr. Astro Teller is Co-Founder and Captain of The Moonshot Factory, a critical division of Alphabet (also known as Google). The Moonshot Factory has not only been the heart of innovation for Alphabet but has created some of the most planet-altering technological advancements. This includes Waymo (self-driving cars), Wing (autonomous delivery drone service), and Glass (wearable, hands-free computing device or smart glasses). Dr. Teller leads “a diverse group of inventors and entrepreneurs who build and launch technologies that aim to improve the lives of millions, even billions, of people. [Their] goal: 10x impact on the world’s most intractable problems, not just 10% improvement.”3 Dr. Teller stresses that “the world is changing faster and faster, and the truth is that’s going to continue. It is not only going to continue to be at a high pace, but the pace will continue to increase. It’s a lot for almost everybody. That’s scary for most of the world. Given that’s true, I think the most important skill we all can have is being ferocious learners. It’s the skill of adaptation itself, which is learning. What can each of us do as individuals and organizations to be good at learning new things, to be excited about at least some of the changes in the world? How can we choose to see some of these things as opportunities instead of problems?


“Because the changes are just going to keep coming and resisting them won’t change the rate at which they’re incoming. We can, instead of seeing it as a tsunami that’s swamping us, see it as the wave we can surf.”





Resisting Atrophy


Admittedly, this all sounds grim. Living in chaos is not easy. All these agents of chaos are dynamic, nonlinear, and have a multiplicative effect. They are working concurrently at varying levels of frequency, intensity, and velocity. This makes it challenging and fleeting to find stability in our personal and professional lives. It’s unnerving, confusing, distracting, and ultimately, it can throw you off your game.


In the novel Lullaby, Chuck Palahniuk wrote:




Old George Orwell got it backward. Big Brother isn’t watching. He’s singing and dancing. He’s pulling rabbits out of a hat. Big Brother’s busy holding your attention every moment you’re awake. He’s making sure you’re always distracted. He’s making sure you’re fully absorbed. He’s making sure your imagination withers. Until it’s as useful as your appendix. He’s making sure your attention is always filled. And this being fed, it’s worse than being watched. With the world always filling you, no one has to worry about what’s in your mind. With everyone’s imagination atrophied, no one will ever be a threat to the world.4





All these agents of chaos can leave us overwhelmed, paralyzed, and unsure of how to effectively operate. The nonlinearity of technology and AI, the breakdown in trusted data sources, thinning relationships, scarcity of bandwidth, and evaporation of values have created a chaotic new norm. The effect of this on our holistic being, especially our mindset, may be atrophy.


This discussion is not to frighten or fill you with despair. This is not about fear. This is about being aware of what’s happening, especially as it relates to that which we may not be able to explicitly see, touch, feel, calculate, and compound. The first step is awareness. The next step is to be prepared—to equip ourselves and our communities to survive, and more importantly, create a life that works for each one of us despite the new norm of chaos.


I am sharing this information as a reality check of what we are all facing. Other people aren’t giving out this information because either they don’t know, don’t want you to know, or they choose not to know.


A form of suspension of disbelief is also at play here. When we suspend our disbelief, we allow ourselves to believe that something is true even though it seems impossible.5 Many believe that despite the five agents of chaos we’ve discussed here, and any other agents of chaos that may exist, most things are as linear and straightforward as they were before. It’s convenient and easier because the alternative is very difficult to accept, process, digest, and move forward with.


Many of us think we are in the game, and we aren’t. We don’t even know what the game truly is, and where and how it’s being played. You have to understand the game to get in it and build an amazing and fulfilling life on your terms, so you can live your full potential and be what you aspire to be, not what someone else wants you to be or thinks you should be.


How did I learn all of this? I’m an outsider who learned to CodeBreak my way into places and positions that I didn’t know about, that were not in my frame of reference, and where, frankly, I wasn’t welcome. In some cases, I found myself at intersections that were beyond my dreams. If I can do it, so can you. When you unlock and access your power and the force of nature within you, all the chaos in the world, not to mention the many gatekeepers, won’t be able to stop you.


While chaos feels powerful, unsettling, and scary, it doesn’t have to bring only destruction. Chaos can also lead to creation, opportunity, and serendipity. The point is, we don’t know what the future will bring except, of course, more chaos. However, if you can accept and embrace uncertainty as the only real constant, you can actually be free from fear and limitation. That is a critical step to becoming a CodeBreaker.


Competition in every dimension of life and business is at the highest level, and will only go faster and higher. The five agents of chaos will only intensify and multiply.


Despite all the chaos, there is hope! In the next chapters, we’ll look at the fundamental elements that are at play, whether it’s the written and unwritten rules, pivots, serendipity, or informed intuition. Each has a role along the journey. You may not be aware of these elements. Business textbooks don’t address these topics. But they are alive and active in the world. After years of navigating and breaking codes, I want to shed light on these fundamentals. When you have this knowledge and combine it with drive and determination, you will triumph wonders!


CodeBreaker Heritage


I continue to surf the many waves of the agents of chaos. Through real-life, high-stakes trials and grit, I learned The CodeBreaker Mindset™. Without it, I would not be in the game, nor have access to the full scope of options, possibilities, and know-how to win. Even if you’re the smartest, most talented person, you may not manifest or live your full potential, capabilities, and influence.


How do I know this? Let me share some of my journey.
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