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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR BELIEVE IN PEOPLE



“Forget everything you thought you knew about Charles Koch and read this book. Charles and Brian offer a clear path to success for anyone who wants to make a difference. An unrelenting picture of optimism that’s a road map for solving our country’s biggest problems.”

—MARC ANDREESSEN, Cofounder, a16z

“Believe in People reminds us that the power to change lives and strengthen communities lies within each of us. It’s an inspiring call to lead with dignity, optimism, and connection.”

—ALOE BLACC, Grammy-Nominated Artist

“In this inspiring book, Charles Koch explores the sources of his lifelong belief that the principles of the Declaration of Independence—Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness—can empower individuals to be better people and better citizens. Charles’s heroes include Abraham Maslow, who taught that the happiness requires self-actualization; Frederich Hayek, who taught that human flourishing requires competition and cooperation rather than attempts to command and control; and Frederick Douglass and Victor Frankl, who taught that self-actualization requires serving others rather than ourselves. By showing the power of faith in human potential, Believe in People inspires all of us to achieve our limitless potential through hard work and lifelong learning.”

—JEFFREY ROSEN, President & CEO, National Constitution Center

“Human capital is the world’s largest asset class, composed of the knowledge, skills, and creativity that people bring to their work and communities. Believe in People reminds us that prosperity begins by unlocking human potential. When we remove barriers and create pathways for people to pursue their dreams, we unleash the energy that propels society forward.”

—MICHAEL MILKEN, Chairman, Milken Institute

“Believe in People is more than a snappy title to an extraordinary book; it’s a challenge to anyone who has ever tried to improve their own life, the lives of their loved ones, the lives of strangers, or the lives of all those with whom we share the planet.

“This is not, however, a self-help book or a collection of bromides and platitudes—this is a deeply personal account of one man’s remarkable determination to live the best life he can by remaining true to the values his parents instilled into his very hard head at a very young age.

“Believe in People is a survival guide for the Social Entrepreneur in all of us—a manifesto for do-goodery—written by one of the greatest philanthropists to ever live, at a time in history like no other. I recommend you read it, and then, as time allows, live it.”

—MIKE ROWE, Executive Producer, Host & CEO

“Charles Koch’s dismay about the crippling consequences of partisanship and the nostrums of politicians, businesspeople, and philanthropists is matched by his abiding faith in the way individuals can change our country for the better. Believe in People brims with the humility and humanity of a lifetime spent leading and learning.”

—MICHAEL MORITZ, Former Chairman, Sequoia Capital

“If you don’t believe in people, what do you believe in? This is a provocative book for the moment. Highly recommended.”

—RYAN HOLIDAY, #1 NYT Bestselling Author, The Obstacle Is the Way and The Daily Stoic

“Finally, an argument for a free and open society that meets the challenges of our time, head on! Charles and Brian make a clear case for why the future depends on truly living up to our country’s founding principles. And how by uniting with anyone to do right, we can empower every person to realize their potential.”

—TODD ROSE, Cofounder & CEO, Populace

“In many ways, Believe in People is one of the best arguments for the value of workplace diversity. Charles Koch and Brian Hooks make the case for the greater power of social change driven by a diversity of every kind of perspective. What makes it different from other, similar approaches is that this one is based, ultimately, on letting go. It is based on creating systems that allow for ingenuity to flourish and support the risk taking that leads to substantive change.”

—ALBERTO IBARGüEN, Former President, Knight Foundation

“I find Charles Koch’s wisdom to be invaluable. His open-mindedness to changing society and giving people the opportunity to shine is so well written and explained.

“Most of us know the word ‘poverty’ or ‘underserved’ but we don’t understand how people got there. The insight of Believe in People is—to create change, we must help others. When serving people, we must seek out their needs. When something is broken, we must bond together.

“Believe in People is a historical road map of inspiring people to inspire others. We all need a hero to follow and a game plan for success, awareness, and change. This is the DNA of who Charles Koch is! Lifting others when you rise.”

—NANCY LIEBERMAN, Basketball Hall of Famer

“Read about many men and women who changed themselves, the lives they touched, and hence became part of a wave of lives changed. This book is summed up in Charles Koch’s own words: ‘My North Star is a society in which every person can realize their potential.’ ”

—VERNON SMITH, Nobel Prize-Winning Economist

“Believe in People offers a unique look at how the fundamental features of entrepreneurship and inspiring and investing in individuals who are passionate about solving problems creatively are essential to overcoming long-standing economic and social challenges in the US (and abroad). Charles Koch shares stories from his own life as well as those of other people and organizations that took risks, empowered from the bottom up, forged partnerships with unlikely partners, and used sound business practices to tackle entrenched problems. Charles offers a road map for how we each can harness the power of entrepreneurship and individual contribution to build more resilient communities and find real solutions to many of the problems we confront in America today. In the process, Charles shares lessons from which we all can learn and a means to achieve solutions-focused engagement with each other going forward.”

—TONY WELTERS, Executive Chairman, BlackIvy Group

“Believe in People is a wise, thoughtful, and optimistic book. At its heart, it is a book about listening—to the quiet voice inside each of us that whispers truths about finding our highest calling and discovering our best selves. A timely and important read.”

—DAVID ISAY, Founder, StoryCorps

“Charles Koch’s vision for a better America and his call to action for a new bottom-up movement make Believe in People a compelling and provocative read.”

—MICHAEL LOMAX, President & CEO, UNCF

“Believe in People is a celebration of the inherent dignity of every person—and a road map to move society closer to that ideal. It elevates the power of Social Entrepreneurs and hopefully will ignite more of them. In these difficult and unpredictable times, Charles and Brian not only see an expansive and inclusive future but also illuminate the path to get there.”

—JONATHAN GREENBLATT, CEO, Anti-Defamation League

“Believe in People is a book for anyone looking to make a difference by becoming the best version of themself. This is the book the country needs right now to help unite people and make progress together. Paying it forward is the best self-gratification one can get while creating real change for humanity!”

—CORTEZ BRYANT, Co-CEO of Blueprint Group

“Believe in People is Charles Koch’s most personal book, most substantive book, and best book—all wrapped up into one. Heartily recommended.”

—TYLER COWEN, Holbert L. Harris Chair of Economics & Chairman, Mercatus Center at George Mason University

“Charles Koch is truly one of our great Americans, a man determined to make the world a better place. He is my friend. I know him as a searcher, a kind man, not content to sit back and enjoy the fruits of his personal journey. Instead, he felt it essential to encourage others to find their individual passions and what it is they love and do well. Encouragement like this can change the paradigm of people’s lives, therefore empowering them to recognize the same in the next person. We all have something to offer, and the message such as in this book can be the spark that changes lives. We all want to know how Charles Koch did it. The answer lies within these pages.”

—SUZANNE SOMERS, Actor, NYT Bestselling Author
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To the many people, whom I’ve known either

personally or through their works,

who have transformed my life.

And to the millions throughout history who have

had the courage to fight for justice

in making the world a better place for everyone.






FOREWORD BY MARTIN LUTHER KING III


IT WAS JANUARY 30, 1956. My family was living in Montgomery, Alabama. A month earlier, my father had helped organize a bus boycott in that community after Rosa Parks was arrested for refusing to give up her seat to a white man and move to the back of a city bus. It was a firm, but nonviolent response to racial discrimination in public transportation, which Black people had experienced in Montgomery for many decades.

Dad and the movement he came to lead fervently believed that justice was on their side. But it’s hard to overstate the risks they were taking by standing up for the principles of equality upon which this country was founded but which had never truly honored: freedom, equal rights, and justice for all. The Montgomery Bus Boycott movement sparked rage among those who defended racial discrimination, just as anti-slavery uprisings of the Abolitionist Movement had engendered the vicious retaliation of planters and the pro-slavery forces who supported them in the previous century.

On that January evening, my father wasn’t home. He was preaching at the nearby First Baptist Church. My mother, Coretta Scott King, was home in the living room with a family friend. My older sister, Yolanda, just seven weeks old, was sleeping in the back of the house. Under the cover of darkness, a man drove up, got out of his car, and placed a lit stick of dynamite on the front porch.

My mother, who was always alert to what was going on in her vicinity, heard the noise on the porch and, joined by her family friend, quickly ran out of the living room toward Yolanda. Seconds later, the dynamite exploded. If not for my mother’s quick response, I would not be here today.

My father rushed home, and when he arrived, he found an angry crowd in front of the house. In what became known as his “front porch speech,” a significant milestone in the beginning of the American Civil Rights Movement, he unveiled the spirit of nonviolence that would win all of the victories of the Movement. At first, the angry crowd wanted to respond to the racial hatred and violence with more violence—an eye for an eye, as the Old Testament says. But Dad defused the mounting tension: “If you have weapons,” he said, “take them home.” And “if you do not have them, please do not seek them.” He knew that violence and more racial conflict was precisely what the attackers were seeking to incite. And that would surely set back the Montgomery protest—and, ultimately, the cause of racial equality. What the attackers did not know was that Dad was thoroughly self-educated in the philosophy and principles of nonviolence exemplified by Mohandas K. Gandhi. These teachings remain the most powerful forces for resisting violence and injustice ever devised.

Dad’s words calmed the crowd and laid the foundational principles of the nonviolent philosophy that would later win all of the victories the Movement would achieve under his leadership. On that bombed-out front porch, the philosophy that empowered a historic nonviolent movement that would transform American society was forged.

I was born the following year, and some of my earliest memories include my dad talking about the importance of nonviolence and what he called “agape love,” a love that “makes no distinction between a friend and enemy.” A “love seeking to preserve and create community.” We learned from him that this was the best—indeed, the only—way to close the gap between America’s best principles and the violation of those principles.

My father later famously called the Declaration of Independence a “promissory note.” And he challenged Americans of all races, religions, and backgrounds to “cash this check” so that everyone could claim “the riches of freedom and the security of justice.” He knew that the principles in the Declaration were, as Frederick Douglass called them, “saving principles” and that every generation would be challenged to more fully live up to them. When we rise up together with courage and faith, in a spirit of interracial solidarity, there is no problem we cannot overcome together.

Dad did not live to see his vision fully realized. The same violence that nearly killed my mother and sister that night in Montgomery would later take the life of my father, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. But his still-vibrant example gives us—and our nation—a deeper appreciation for the best ideals that invigorate our extraordinary country and which provide a clearer understanding of what we must do to make the promises of freedom and democracy a reality for all Americans.

After my father was assassinated, my mother, Coretta Scott King, was not content to be a grieving widow. Instead, she leveraged her own remarkable skill set to help build and lead multiracial coalitions for nonviolent social change. Indeed, it was part of her mission to enact the MLK holiday and make it a day of humanitarian service across the nation. She believed, as do I, that great coalitions should include business leaders who want to make our society better for all Americans.

I also embrace this commitment. And this is what brought me into partnership with Charles Koch, Brian Hooks, and the Stand Together community. We have teamed up on a project my family launched called “Realize the Dream,” an initiative to inspire Americans to see that we all have a vital role to play in helping our society live up to this nation’s best ideals. At a time when so many are searching for meaning in their lives, this partnership offers people a way to find it. My father said, “Everybody can be great because everybody can serve.” And so we are working to inspire 100 million hours of service by 2029, the year that would have been my father’s one hundredth birthday. We are encouraging people to come together in a spirit of greater understanding, goodwill, and mutual cooperation to create the “Beloved Community” of his great dream for America. My family shares this vision and these values with Stand Together, and through our partnership, we can create a society in which all Americans can realize their potential by serving humanity and helping others do the same.

As we approach another milestone in this country, the 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, I see a beautiful opportunity to rally our fellow Americans to this cause. Together, we can leverage our country’s timeless principles to solve our problems as we face an uncertain future.

This book shows that each of us has an important role to play in ensuring a brighter future for all. And when we rise to this challenge in our various roles, not only do we move our country forward, we find meaning, purpose, and mission in our own lives.

Martin Luther King III






PREFACE A COMPETITION FOR THE FUTURE OF OUR COUNTRY


THIS IS A DEFINING MOMENT for America.

The choices we all make—the choices you make—will determine where our country goes from here. Up, toward a future of increasing progress where everyone has the opportunity to achieve their American Dream. Or down, toward a future of even worse division, stagnation, and ultimately, the immiseration of the American people.

This is the choice we face as America’s 250th anniversary approaches. On July 4, 2026—when we celebrate the signing of the Declaration of Independence—people will naturally reflect on our country’s past. America was founded on a unique set of principles, principles that have made our country responsible for a disproportionate share of the world’s progress. But more important than looking back, this milestone is a moment to look forward. To decide whether we’ll continue to apply those principles to reach even greater heights.

Sadly, most Americans are worried our national ship is sinking. A majority of people now think their children’s lives will be worse than theirs.1 Barely a third say they believe the American Dream is real. And more Americans now think that someone born two hundred years in the future will be worse off than someone born two hundred years in the past.2 Let that sink in. People are so pessimistic about the future, a lot of people think it would be better to have lived in the days of no Internet, no electricity—not even indoor plumbing.

America has faced defining moments like this before. Moments when the future seemed grim and fears ran high. But the choices the American people made enabled our country to move past the challenges of the day toward a new era of progress.

Right from the start, our country faced defining challenges.

What if, instead of stepping down after eight years as president, George Washington had been named president for life—as another monarch like George III? There were plenty of people at the time who thought that was the right way to go.

What if rather than following Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s lead and addressing racial injustice by more fully applying our founding principles, we had followed Malcolm X and others who urged us to confront the violence of segregation with violence?

Every generation of Americans has faced a choice about how to solve the problems that define their time. There has always been a competition for the future of the country—a competition between solving our problems through bottom-up empowerment and top-down control. Between applying those core American principles and rejecting them.

Thankfully, the principles articulated in the Declaration of Independence have repeatedly won that competition. These principles require that we structure society in a way that demonstrates we believe in people—the dignity of all people—and the core institutions of society empower them so they can succeed by helping others succeed. This is what the Founders intended when they wrote “Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness,” even as they struggled and often failed to live up to these principles. Throughout the following generations, Americans have been challenged to put them into practice more fully by uniting with one another to do what’s right when faced with hard problems. By making the right choices, previous generations didn’t just tackle the problems they faced. They transformed America for the better.

But imagine if they had chosen differently. We’d have a very different country. Just like theirs did, our choices matter. Our actions matter. Especially at moments like these—when the competition between bottom-up empowerment and top-down control is so fierce.

What makes this moment so defining? The answer comes down to a single word: disruption.

The institutions that Americans have relied on to help them order their lives are being disrupted like never before. Community connections are crumbling, creating a crisis of loneliness and eroding the mutual support that’s foundational for a good life. Graduating from high school—or even college—is no longer the ticket to success that it used to be. Americans used to find a job for life, but now the average job lasts fewer than two years, and we wonder if entire industries will exist five years from now. As for government, the political parties are becoming increasingly authoritarian, and their policies swing wildly, based on the whims of their leaders.

Education, business, communities, and government. Not to mention the media, family, religion… the list goes on. When any one of these institutions that we rely upon to help us achieve successful lives goes through the kind of disruption we’re seeing today, the uncertainty it creates is enormous. But today, these institutions are being turned on their heads all at once. The pace and magnitude of change are unprecedented. No wonder so many people are worried about the future.

The danger is that this fear leads to destructive actions making it a self-fulfilling prophecy. If it does, the promise of America could easily slip away. The future could become as bad as many people worry it will, if not worse. Plenty of other countries have declined from what were unprecedented heights. It’s the historical norm. It could happen faster than most Americans might think.

But the reverse is also true. As Americans reflect on the past 250 years, we could decide to make the next 250 years even better than the last. Our country wouldn’t decline—it would rise even higher and give everyone who calls it home the opportunity to thrive. That, too, could happen much faster than people think.

The choices we all make will determine the path we take. In troubled times like these, top-down ideas become increasingly appealing. We see it today, with the rise of populism, nativism, antisemitism, antiwesternism, protectionism, socialism, and other failed—and often ugly—ideas. We’ve seen the same destructive turn in other trying times, both in America and other countries throughout history. But those top-down ideas don’t solve problems. They make the problems worse, with disastrous and often heart-wrenching consequences.

Thankfully, history also shows what works. Empowering people is the proven way to solve the many problems holding people back. That’s the imperative of the Declaration of Independence. And instead of rejecting the principles at our country’s core, today we must do as previous generations have done, and more fully apply them. As we do, we’ll enable everyone to help realize America’s promise.

This is what’s required of all of us. And this is why we wrote this book—and why we’re re-releasing it for the 250th anniversary of America.

When we first came up with the idea for the book, we wanted to help people understand and apply the principles that have been proven to create progress throughout our country’s history. What we didn’t anticipate is that we’d be releasing it at another time of unprecedented disruption.

This book was first published in the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic. That crisis shattered the economy, shook people’s lives and trust in one another, and exposed some deep-seated failures within society’s key institutions. While we couldn’t have predicted the extent of the crisis, the principles we described—and the bottom-up approach we advocated—were the best way to address it.

While the COVID-19 pandemic is now behind us, its disruption and uncertainty have only accelerated. These principles have also been proven in even more extraordinary ways. In fact, many of the people whose examples we shared in this book several years ago have accomplished even more than we’d imagined possible when we introduced them. They show what people can achieve when they reject the siren song of top-down control and embrace the principles of bottom-up empowerment as the way to navigate uncertainty and hardship. It involves nothing short of reimagining society’s institutions to usher in a new era of human flourishing and fulfillment.

Consider what we wrote about addiction, one of the defining challenges of our time. Nearly 50 million Americans struggle with addiction every year, and it’s responsible for a tragic number of the “deaths of despair” that claim so many lives and rob our country of so much promise.

Scott Strode, whom you’ll meet in this book, is challenging the top-down approach to addiction. Rather than give up on people who struggle with substance use disorder, Scott believes in them. The group he founded, called The Phoenix, helps people beat addiction by empowering a supportive community of people who have faced the same challenges. It’s a classic example of bottom-up empowerment, putting people in a position to succeed in their own lives by helping others do the same. And it’s more than twice as effective as traditional treatment methods.

When we wrote about Scott six years ago, The Phoenix was helping ten thousand people at 50 locations. Within a year of publishing the book, Scott was reaching tens of thousands more and in more than 250 communities. And by the time you read this, The Phoenix will have helped more than one million people. It’s transforming how Americans approach addiction, replacing the rejection of their potential with a deep belief in their inherent dignity and a commitment to empowerment. Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness in practice.

A similar transformation is happening in education. When schools were closed during the pandemic, bottom-up innovation accelerated, rather than increased in the one-size-fits-all approach to education that has been failing kids for decades. As a result, America is moving faster than ever toward the individualized education we described in which every kid can discover, develop, and apply their gifts to live a successful and meaningful life.

The progress has been breathtaking. Stand Together, the philanthropy that Charles founded and Brian leads, now helps support more than four thousand education start-ups serving more than five million students in all 50 states. This includes everything from microschools to classical academies—and even outdoor schools that are based in forests or that teach math lessons through surfing. And this is just scratching the surface. The potential for AI to further tailor education to each student’s unique style of learning means we can now imagine a world where every child gets the kind of education that was previously available to very few.

This revolution in individualized education has been strengthened by transformative public policy reforms that create win-win-win opportunities for families, students, and teachers. A remarkable twenty-seven states have passed more than seventy reforms, from education savings accounts and tax credits to open enrollment in public schools. When we originally wrote this book, only 20 percent of K–12 students had real access to this kind of education freedom. Now more than 50 percent of students do, enabling tens of millions of students to better realize their potential.

Has everything we wrote about changed for the better? Hardly.

You’ll find a whole chapter on the importance of rejecting partisan politics in favor of a focus on policies based on the principles described in the Declaration of Independence. Yet partisan division is even worse today than it was six years ago, and our country’s political temperature has reached a boiling point. It’s a powerful—and painful—reminder that choices have consequences.

But America has never been the sum total of our politics, which dramatically underestimate the potential of our people. Polls show that the vast majority of Americans reject the extremes of both parties, and only about 15 percent of Americans truly identify with partisan extremes. But thanks to social media algorithms, they account for around 80 percent of political discourse. That means the cure for our toxic politics lies in a bottom-up approach—empowering the voices of everyday Americans to show people that the extremes don’t represent who we are as a country. The 250th anniversary of the country offers a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to do that.

Whether it’s politics, education, or anything else, the bottom-up approach we describe in this book is what the American people actually want and what our country truly needs. Groundbreaking research from the think tank Populace shows that despite our differences, Americans are still united in our belief in individual rights, equal opportunity, and respect for those who are different from us. These are the principles on which our country was founded, and they’re grounded in a deep belief in people.3

At the same time, the research shows that Americans are remarkably united in what we aspire to be. Among the highest aspirations of Americans across demographics and geography is the desire to make a difference in the lives of others and be actively involved in their communities. That’s the essence of bottom-up empowerment: people working together to lift up their neighbors and solve the problems that surround them. Americans don’t want to wait for someone else to tell them what to do or to do the hard stuff for them. We want to take action ourselves, applying our unique skills to make a lasting difference.

We wrote this book to help spark that action, that problem-solving, in you and every person. Since then, through Stand Together, we’ve seen a huge outpouring of support for this better way.

But more is needed as our country approaches its 250th anniversary.

In this defining moment in American history, our future is up for grabs. It’s not clear which approach will win the competition for the future of the country. Authoritarian ideas are seemingly everywhere and on the rise. They’re the same failed ideas evident throughout history, in societies that had lost their way. Top-down societies in just the last century caused the deaths of hundreds of millions of their own people and the immiseration of billions more. As unlikely as it seems, America could follow a similar path.

But throughout our history, America has had something other societies have not: a shared set of principles and a proven track record of applying them with incredible results even though they were imperfectly applied. Every time we’ve better practiced a belief in people, we’ve brought about a new era of progress and prosperity (as you’ll read about in the chapters that follow)—whether through the abolition of slavery, the movement for women’s rights or civil rights, and other defining moments you’ll read about in the chapters that follow.

As we discuss in this book, these principles in the Declaration of Independence have never been fully applied. They were violated right from the start, causing unspeakable suffering and costing our country the contributions of untold numbers of people. But each time our country has better put our principles into practice, more people have joined in the ongoing work of making America better. We’ve achieved more than any country in history because more people have been free to contribute and realize their potential.

Today, continuing this progress falls to each of us. That means you have a choice to make—a choice between the destructive lie of top-down control or the true promise of bottom-up empowerment. Your decision will not only affect your life—it will help shape the life of this country.

One of the people you’ll meet in this book faced the same choice in the mid-1800s. Frederick Douglass was born into slavery. He was brutally mistreated by a country that was failing to live up to its principles. But instead of rejecting the principles in the Declaration of Independence, Douglass used them as a rallying cry. He said they are “saving principles” and implored Americans to do more to realize them. Our country answered that call, transforming America for the better.

The country’s 250th anniversary is another powerful chance to bring out the best in this country. In this time of profound disruption and fear about the future, we must once again apply those “saving principles.”

Six years after writing about these principles, we’re more convinced of their power than ever. We’ve seen more and more people apply them to transform their lives and their communities. And we’re certain that these principles are urgently needed if our country is going to survive, much less thrive. They can transform America all over again, so that our next 250 years are defined by even more incredible progress for the benefit of all.

It’s time to choose. And as the last 250 years make clear, your choice will help define the future of our country for generations to come.

Charles Koch

Brian Hooks






INTRODUCTION THE PRINCIPLES OF PROGRESS



“The man who grasps principles can successfully select his own methods. The man who tries methods, ignoring principles, is sure to have problems.”

—HARRINGTON EMERSON1



I HAVE HAD THE GOOD fortune to achieve more than I ever dreamed possible. When I consider what enabled my life’s transformation, I inevitably turn to an epiphany I had when I was 28.

The year was 1963, and the place was Wichita, Kansas. My father, his health failing, had recently convinced me to leave my first post-college job in Boston and come home to run the business he had helped start more than two decades earlier. I turned him down but then changed my mind after he agreed to give me wide latitude to experiment and implement new ideas at the company.

Neither of us knew it at the time, but I had just begun what would become a lifelong journey to better understand the principles of scientific and social progress—principles proven throughout history to bring about progress, prosperity, and peace. I hoped to apply these principles to the business, to enable us to become much more successful.

But my vision didn’t end at the company doors. As I learned the principles of social progress, I wanted to apply them to every facet of my life. Ultimately, this would turn into a commitment to help discover a better way for all of us to live well together as a society—a path of progress for all, a path to fulfill the promise at the core of our country.

So it was that I came to my epiphany: progress happens from the bottom up.

By bottom up, I simply mean that the combined efforts of millions of people, each using their unique knowledge and abilities, are what improve the world. Every person can make a difference, and everyone has something to contribute. All of us can discover, develop, and apply our talents to succeed by helping others. Our individual actions may seem small, but they’re actually immensely meaningful. They can bring us a lifetime of fulfillment and, taken together, the best possible future—not only for ourselves, but for everyone.

Bottom up is not a statement of where people start, or a description of a specific socioeconomic status, but rather a vision of what every individual can do working with others. This includes those who start with many advantages—such as me—as well as those who start with little or nothing. All of us have a role to play in improving our country.

Bottom up tends to work better for a simple reason. When people are empowered, they find solutions to the problems they are closest to, as they have the proximity and knowledge to do so. For this reason, the most important contributions often come from those who are overlooked or dismissed. As you’ll read in the following chapters, the effective solutions to society’s most pressing problems frequently spring from what might seem the most unlikely of places and then spread as others see their effectiveness.

Your success is essential to this process. And that’s why I wrote this book. Because I want you to find how you can best contribute.

The more people do this, the better off we all will be. And if every person followed their own best path to contributing to the lives of others, then we could achieve a future beyond anyone’s fondest hopes. It would be characterized by everyone cooperating to foster harmony and progress. Such a society would be more just and prosperous than any yet seen. As I internalized this, my North Star became clear: Do all I can to empower people so they can transform themselves—and the world around them.

This vision of openness, inclusion, and empowerment, based on a deep belief in people, has animated my life ever since. But realizing this vision is no simple task.


THE OPPOSITE OF EMPOWERMENT

Bottom-up empowerment is at odds with the prevailing ideas of our time, most of which are based on the paradigm of control. Look across society and you’ll see that millions are being impeded, directed, dominated, or worse. You’ll see the widespread assumption that those at the “top” know best, and the people they consider beneath them can’t be trusted.
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This vision of openness, inclusion, and empowerment, based on a deep belief in people, has animated my life ever since.

[image: ]



This leads to business projects, public policies, and philanthropic grand plans done to people rather than collaborative efforts that enable individuals to discover and apply themselves. This can be summed up as a top-down or one-size-fits-all approach. Far from a belief in people, it is predicated on distrusting and discounting them. At best, the approach says, “We believe in some people, but not others.”

This is inherently unjust—and almost always counterproductive. People are being treated as problems to be solved instead of valued individuals worthy of help as they work to realize their potential. Unable to find and use their unique gifts, they’re being denied the opportunity to contribute and succeed. They’re stifled, trapped behind towering barriers. This obviously hurts them and, by holding them back, hurts us all.

History proves there’s a better way. Rather than being controlled, our fellow citizens need as much support and encouragement as we all can muster—something all of us can do. Fostering that kind of society is my life’s work. It has been so ever since that epiphany back in 1963.

The most obvious way I have strived to empower people is perhaps in my day job at Koch. My goal has always been to enable our employees to develop and apply their talents to create value for others—to succeed by helping others succeed. Insofar as we have done this, the business has flourished.

I previously wrote the book Good Profit to help principled entrepreneurs do the same in their companies. It contained a detailed tool kit for anyone who wants to build a business that empowers its employees to contribute to society and to the company’s own success.

But transforming business was never my sole, or even primary, passion. My main motivation has long been the transformation of our country for the better. In fact, I see my work building Koch into a business that creates value for others as helping to advance this larger goal. The same principles behind the company’s success have helped me to achieve more in every facet of my life.

With this book, my goal is to further help those who want to empower people everywhere. Whereas in Good Profit I demonstrated how the principles of social progress can be applied to build a better organization, here I show how those same principles can help you build a better society where everyone has the opportunity to succeed.

My goal is to assist not just the entrepreneur in business but also the much larger world of Social Entrepreneurs. If you’re reading this, I suspect you’re a Social Entrepreneur—or perhaps aspire to be one.




AGENTS OF TRANSFORMATION

Words matter, and I chose “Social Entrepreneur” for a reason. An entrepreneur is someone who discovers (or wants to discover) new and improved ways of doing things. In the context of business, this means driving the innovation that improves people’s lives through an enterprise. In a social context, it’s a matter of finding new ways to break the barriers and overcome the injustices that prevent others from realizing their potential. These individuals disrupt the status quo to help others, especially the least fortunate, rise.

You can find these amazing people near and far.

Social Entrepreneurs are in our history books, ending some of history’s worst injustices and inspiring us by their courage and integrity in the face of hardship, some of it beyond belief.

Today, Social Entrepreneurs are in the most challenged communities, helping families climb out of poverty and turning kids away from lives of addiction and crime.

They’re at the pulpit, preaching about the values of tolerance and respect.

They’re in the classroom, helping students unlock their unique passions and skills.

They’re in the boardroom, telling executives that corporate welfare is not only bad business, it’s self-destructive.

They’re concerned citizens, mobilizing neighbors to support good policies and oppose bad ones.

They’re elected officials—of any party—enacting laws that secure for everyone the opportunity to realize their potential and contribute to society’s progress.

And there’s a Social Entrepreneur in all of us—someone who longs to find the kind of fulfillment that comes from helping others improve their lives. Which brings us back to you.

Where do you have experience? Where have you learned what works? What’s your passion? Is it tackling poverty, finding more effective ways for kids to learn, or fighting a harmful public policy that’s affecting your family, friends, or neighbors? Maybe it’s building a business that better satisfies its customers, empowers its employees, and contributes to its community.

No matter what your gifts are or what motivates you, I wrote this book to help you become more effective. In the pages that follow, you will find the principles of progress that transformed my life. They can transform yours too. And the more you understand and practice them, the more likely you’ll help to transform society.

It’s hard to fit the lessons of a lifetime between two covers, so I’ve organized my thoughts into three distinct sections. The first is my story. The second is our country’s story. The third and final section is what I hope will be your story. Here’s what you’ll find, in brief.




MY STORY (CHAPTERS 1–3)

If I had to sum up my life in just a few words, they would be “trial and error,” with an emphasis on “error.”

I spent my formative years rebelling against my family and struggling to find what I was good at. High school and especially college helped me discover my unique gift, which is understanding and applying abstract principles in everyday life. I then set out on a learning journey, leading me to the epiphany that all people have unique gifts and the ability to contribute. (I use the word “contribute” frequently because it’s part of a crucial concept—“contribution motivated”—as you’ll see in chapter one.) I saw that the fewer barriers that stand in the way, the more likely people are to discover and act on those gifts. When they do, they make our society better.

I became a Social Entrepreneur the moment I realized this.

I reached this conclusion through years of studying ideas from all sorts of different disciplines and perspectives. History especially shows what’s possible when people are empowered. Up until 1800, nearly everyone lived in dire poverty. There was basically no lasting progress of any kind. But then Social Entrepreneurs began to break down barriers, giving more people the chance to realize their potential.

The result has been more than two hundred years of unprecedented progress. Where we are now was unimaginable to our ancestors. If we keep empowering people, where we could be two hundred years from now is unimaginable to us.

My study of history and many other disciplines introduced me to the principles of social progress. As I discovered these principles, I applied them to every facet of my life, most notably Koch. (This process continues today.) I believed it would help, but it proved more effective than I could have hoped. Empowering our employees to create value for others is the root of the company’s success. Business succeeds when it’s based on a deep belief in people too.

Between 1960 and the end of 2024, the company’s value has increased more than 9,000-fold. Where then we had revenues of $12 million, we now have annual revenues that have exceeded $125 billion—a more than one-million-percent increase. By the time you read this, our approximately 120 thousand employees will be contributing even more.

Koch’s growth was generated by what we call “virtuous cycles of mutual benefit,” or “cycles” for short. Because we focus on helping our employees find their greatest opportunity to contribute, they are continually looking for new ways to help the company and themselves succeed by contributing to society. As they build the capabilities to create value, they open the door to new opportunities, which allows us to build still more capabilities. Progress begets progress, in a never-ending cycle.

This phenomenon is the key not just to the company’s success but to success at every level—for individuals, organizations, and societies. In fact, just as we have applied the principles of social progress to break down barriers and empower employees at Koch, we need to do the same to end the injustices that prevent people from contributing to and benefiting from future progress.




OUR COUNTRY’S STORY (CHAPTERS 4–5)

One thing is certain: Americans from all walks of life are searching for a better way. Despite the promise of new advances in medicine, communication, travel, and other fields, many people are terrified of what tomorrow holds—and understandably so. Even if they know a brighter future is coming overall, many don’t see how they could possibly fit into it.

The signs are all around us. Entire communities are coming apart at the seams. Upward mobility is fading for huge numbers of people, especially those who need it most.2 Suicide rates are rising, as are deaths from drug overdose.3 This partially explains why life expectancy declined in the late 2010s, a phenomenon not seen in roughly a century.4

America is on a trajectory toward a two-tiered society—one in which fewer people get ahead and more fall behind.

These tragic realities are the result of a deterioration of the core institutions that people rely on, even in the toughest times. Those institutions—community, education, business, and government—are increasingly characterized by the same control mentality that held people back throughout history. As a result, they are falling down on the job, preventing millions from rising and finding fulfillment in their lives.

Transforming these institutions so they consistently empower people to succeed is the job of Social Entrepreneurs. Throughout American history, many inspiring people have applied their unique gifts to do that by ending injustices that kept people down. In this book, you’ll meet well-known leaders like Frederick Douglass, who used his abilities to help end the most monstrous of barriers, slavery.

You’ll also meet modern-day Social Entrepreneurs, many of whom are closest to the problems they’re trying to solve. They are making headway on seemingly intractable issues, from failures in the criminal justice system to poverty to a lack of economic opportunity and many others, helping countless people realize their potential.

I am privileged to partner with many of the inspiring people you will encounter in these pages. They are demonstrating how to overcome some of society’s toughest problems. Their lessons apply to me and you, and anyone else who wants to move America forward.





YOUR STORY (CHAPTERS 6–10)

As a Social Entrepreneur, you have the ability to transform society’s core institutions so that more people are empowered and succeed. Whatever your gift may be, you can use it to help others improve their lives. But beware the temptation to double down on the failed approaches of the past. Many, if not most, Social Entrepreneurs risk becoming captive to the control paradigm. As a result, despite the best of intentions, their efforts can often hurt the people they want to help.
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Whatever your gift may be, you can use it to help others improve their lives.
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In this section, we’ll take a look at each institution and how the current approach holds people back. Then I’ll describe a bottom-up method that actually helps people succeed. Many Social Entrepreneurs—some being those you would least expect—are using that approach, applying the principles of social progress to empower others. Whatever your own passion, these inspiring people hold lessons for us all as we work to bring about a society where every person can rise.

Take the institution of community. With nearly 40 million Americans living below the poverty line and many more teetering on the edge, essentially everyone agrees that large numbers of people are struggling to get by.5 So why would we try to enact more one-size-fits all programs and policies—whether from philanthropists or policymakers—that treat the least fortunate as statistical problems instead of as individuals with unique abilities that can be unlocked with help?

There is a better way: Believe in people, trust those closest to the problem, and empower them to transform their lives and those of others to escape poverty forever. Get ready to meet some truly inspiring people who are doing just that.

Within the institution of education, people recognize that more and more students are struggling to learn the skills and values necessary for success, especially in a fast-changing world. Unfortunately, the most common approaches in both public and private schools push students the wrong way. They tend to focus on a one-size-fits-all approach that limits both teachers and students.

A better approach is to think outside the typical classroom model (in both K–12 schools and universities) to foster individualized education. Meet each student where she is and help her get to where she wants and needs to be instead of forcing her to be something she’s not. One of my favorite examples is a program called Empowered. Its graduates tend to do markedly better than students who are stuck in a one-size-fits-all program.

Or look at the institution of business. Most Americans see businesses trying to enrich themselves at the public’s expense, through corporate welfare. Corporate welfare, as we’ll discuss in chapter eight, arises from collusion between businesses or other organizations (such as trade associations, unions, and nonprofits) and government. It allows the privileged to gain or keep power and wealth at the expense of everyone else. It is an insidious form of unequal treatment, which is to say, government-sponsored discrimination. The response to this very real problem is often more mandates, more handouts, and more opportunities for the wealthy and the well-connected to rig the economy in their favor. In other words, more of the same.

A better way is to unrig the system by ending corporate welfare, period. We must also cultivate and celebrate principled businesses that succeed by improving and enriching people’s lives. This is “Good Profit,” the title of my 2015 book. Companies that earn good profit are those that do well by doing good. More are needed.

Finally, there’s government.

At this point, you may be thinking, Oh no. Here comes the anti- government rant. Prepare to be disappointed. While it’s true that government policies can hold people back, it’s also true that government is a crucial institution with an important role to play. Sound public policy is essential to empowering everyone. A properly functioning government is a precondition for individual success and a thriving society—and a major focus of mine.

Unfortunately, decades of failed policies have made some of the worst ideas from history appealing to politicians from both parties. Nationalism, socialism, protectionism, intolerance, corporate welfare—ideologies and ideas that are predicated on controlling people and pitting them against one another are gaining ground.

They are the wrong answers to the right question: How do we help people who are being left behind? And they are sowing division and discord that threaten to destroy the country. A better way is to unite people behind policies—not parties—that treat everyone equally and give every individual the opportunity and support they need to flourish. Take it from me: It’s easy for Social Entrepreneurs to use the wrong methods. As we’ll discuss in more detail in chapter nine, the philanthropic community I founded temporarily took the typical, yet often counterproductive, partisan approach to politics.

In the lead-up to the 2010 elections, we started engaging directly in major party electoral politics. (I had steered clear of this for 45-plus years.) We did it to help cure the many ills caused by bad public policy, such as dangerous foreign interventions and wars, and debt-fueled government spending. We bet on the “team” whose policies we believed better enabled people to improve their lives. You only get two choices in our system, so we chose the red team.

By the mid-2010s, it was clear that this foray into partisan politics wasn’t going to be successful in helping to remove the biggest public policy barriers holding people back. The experience taught me what George Washington had warned two hundred years ago in his farewell address: Partisanship is not the answer. It was a hard-earned lesson that has led to some big changes in how our philanthropic community engages in politics.

I’m still passionate about removing barriers in public policy, and that requires participating in politics, but not in the usual partisan way. A superior approach is partnership—cooperating with people to accomplish public policies that help improve people’s lives regardless of which political party our partners belong to.

By building coalitions and looking for common ground with others—even those we disagree with on other issues—we have gotten much better policy results. I remain committed to engaging in politics as a way to help remove barriers and end injustices, but now we do it in a way that unites rather than divides and truly empowers people to be part of the change that’s needed. The results have been remarkable, as you’ll see in chapter nine.

No matter which institution you’re focused on—communities, education, business, or government—progress is possible. But it won’t happen on its own. Breaking the biggest barriers and transforming institutions requires movements of millions of people.
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History shows that Social Entrepreneurs can inspire people from all walks of life to break down barriers and end injustices.

[image: ]



History shows that Social Entrepreneurs can inspire people from all walks of life to break down barriers and end injustices. It has happened before, from the women’s rights movement to the civil rights movement to the movement for marriage equality, all of which applied the principles of progress to achieve success. It can—and must—happen again if we hope to right today’s wrongs, transform the institutions, and empower every person to chart their own path to success. Can such movements happen today? Absolutely. As you will see, Americans are ready for a new approach. It’s up to you to help demonstrate what it looks like, and how to make change happen.




STAND TOGETHER

I don’t have the answers to our country’s problems. No one does. Solutions will only come from empowering the millions of dedicated people across America who know we can do better.

I suspect you want to make this happen. If so, this book is for you. It contains the principles and lessons that I have learned over a lifetime of study and application—a tool kit that can help you transform yourself and empower others. It will enable you to better accomplish your goals and greatly increase your effectiveness, ultimately helping to transform society.

But my offer to partner with you extends far beyond this book. In 2003, I founded an organization, now called Stand Together. Its mission is simple: Find and empower the Social Entrepreneurs who are effectively tackling the biggest issues of our time.

To accomplish this goal, we unite people from all walks of life. At the time of this writing, we are partnering with


	More than seven hundred of America’s most successful business leaders and philanthropists.

	
Over one thousand professors at three hundred universities and other organizations involved in postsecondary education.

	Tens of thousands of K–12 teachers and educators in the skilled trades.

	More than three hundred community-based groups helping millions of people struggling in poverty every year.

	Millions of grassroots public policy activists in all 50 states.



Working with so many different people, and learning from so many sources, has helped me understand much of what you’ll encounter in this book. We have vastly different backgrounds, beliefs, and abilities. Yet whatever our differences, we share the desire to remove the barriers holding people back. We are using the power of the bottom-up approach to discover new and better solutions on issue after issue.

Through these partnerships, we have accomplished more in the past few years than I did in the previous 50. I have never been more optimistic about what can be achieved. A society of unlimited opportunity and prosperity—a society of mutual benefit in which all of us succeed together—has never been closer if we act on our deep belief in people.

I hope you will do your part to help reach that future. You have a role that no one else can play.

After my father died in 1967, I discovered a letter he wrote to his sons. In it, he expressed his hope that we would experience the “glorious feeling of accomplishment.” No matter your passion, no matter your gift—no matter who you are, what you do, or where you live—you can help make this country better for everyone. When you do, you will find that glorious feeling that makes life worthwhile. My hope is that this book will speed you on that journey.








PART ONE MY STORY THE PRINCIPLES THAT TRANSFORMED MY LIFE







CHAPTER ONE BUSY BEING BORN



“He not busy being born is busy dying.”

—BOB DYLAN1



FOR ME, BOB DYLAN DESERVED the 2016 Nobel Prize in Literature. He has a special way of expressing some of the most important facets of human life. The quote—from Dylan’s song “It’s Alright, Ma (I’m Only Bleeding)”—gets at the heart of one of my guiding beliefs: Success in life mostly depends on discovering your particular talents, then developing and applying them. The moment you stop moving forward, for whatever reason, you start falling behind.

That’s something I know from personal experience. Now, let me tell you what I don’t know.

I have no clue what your unique talents are. Nor can I tell you which path to follow—that’s unique too. In the pages ahead, I don’t have all the answers, or even most of them. But I do believe that everyone has a special gift that can be used to bring them fulfillment by helping others. This idea has animated the better part of my life, now more than eight and a half decades long. My hope is that my journey—and the lessons I’ve learned along the way—may awaken you to the joy that comes from understanding yourself and contributing to the world around you. Every journey must start somewhere, and that somewhere is self-discovery. Mozart began composing music when he was only five years old, but for the rest of us, unearthing our gifts usually happens much later and takes far longer. It certainly did for me.

I was fortunate to grow up in a family that gave me every opportunity to succeed. I recognize that I won the birth lottery, for which I will always be grateful. My parents did their best to give my three brothers and me a head start.

My mother, Mary, was a talented silversmith, enamelist, and artist dedicated to helping struggling artists and performers get started. She felt a deep obligation to assist everyone who reached out to her. She was the best possible exemplar of the biblical idea that “for unto whomsoever much is given, of him shall be much required.”2 I’m sure that’s one reason I came to demand so much of myself.
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Every journey must start somewhere, and that somewhere is self-discovery.
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My father, on the other hand, could be summarized by a different verse: “Spare the rod, spoil the child.”3

Fred Koch was a successful businessman, and he had no intention of letting his kids become “country club bums.” He was, for good reason, especially focused on me. When I was six, he started putting me to work doing all kinds of manual labor around our farm. It involved digging up dandelions and feeding animals, graduating to milking cows, shoveling manure, baling hay, digging postholes, and mending fences. I was often doing my farm chores within earshot of my friends, who were across the street yelling and splashing at the local swimming pool.

So went my afternoons after school, weekends, and summer vacations, year after year.

When I was 15, I spent the summer working at a line camp on a Montana ranch. My bunkmate was Bitterroot Bob, a volatile cowboy. Bitterroot bragged about his dishonorable discharge from the military during World War II for running from the line of fire. Some nights he would fire his revolver through the roof of our log cabin. When it rained, he’d get wet, but that didn’t seem to deter him.

Most mornings, Bitterroot and I would ride out to fix fences and bring back bulls that had hoof rot. We started out at sunrise and usually put in at least a fourteen-hour day. It was one of the grittiest, most challenging work experiences I had as a teenager. It was also one of the most memorable.

When my father died, I discovered a letter in his safety deposit box in which he told his sons that “adversity is a blessing in disguise and is certainly the greatest character builder.” In retrospect, my father gave me many opportunities for character building. I now know that my father did me a hell of a favor. He wanted to keep me from having a feeling of entitlement and help me gain an understanding of what it means to be productive. As far as he was concerned, the earlier I learned this lesson, the better.

Research backs him up. Studies show that after age 30, your character and work habits are very hard to change.4 Fred Koch would have argued that 30 is 24 years too late.

His manual labor regimen helped instill in me a strong work ethic—an essential element of my later success. My parents also made a point of teaching their sons the values of integrity, humility, courage, perseverance, and treating others with respect. Crucially, Fred and Mary Koch practiced these values in their own lives, showing us more by their example than their words.

Although that’s not to say I actually learned the lessons at the time. Whether it was about a lecture over the dinner table or a day of digging postholes in a pasture, mostly I just grumbled—and rebelled. It didn’t matter whether I was ignoring his instructions or—when I was older—sneaking out to bars with a fake ID. My father’s answer was the same: Get up early and work.


TRIAL AND ERROR—AND ERROR

Working at such manual labor also helped me understand where I don’t excel, which is pretty much in anything that involves using my hands.

Realizations like this are crucial for every person. As you try to develop skills, you’re going to find a lot of areas where you just don’t have the necessary aptitude. Trial and error is a principle on its own, and in my decades of experience, there’s no such thing as too much error. Every dead end gives you a better sense of your best path.

My father embodied that principle better than most. We lived on an experimental farm—not a commercial one—on the outskirts of Wichita, where my father kept cows, horses, dogs, and chickens. He liked to refer to himself as a “half-baked chemist,” and he loved to try his hand at finding new and improved ways to do things. “I figured out that we can live on $100 worth of food a year,” he announced one day. “There are mixes of beans that provide all the nutrients we need, so that’s all we’re going to eat.” Mercifully, that experiment didn’t last long.

Another time, he created a concoction called “Tiger’s Milk,” made of buttermilk, orange juice, yeast, and worse, which he forced me to drink. It tasted even more disgusting than it sounds. Aside from enjoying a good laugh about my father’s experiments now, the main thing I learned from them was that to find out what works, you first have to discover what doesn’t.
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