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To Jodi, thank you for putting up with my fundraising obsession for so long. I’m proud to be the second most persuasive person in our family after you.

—John

To Liza, Lucas, and Mila. Every word is for you.

—Seth






A NOTE ON THE TITLE

Dear Reader,

You have surely noticed that the title of this book is the “Tao” of Fundraising. My good friend, Josh Waitzkin, read the book and, while praising its contents in general, raised one particular objection about that title.

“Kimmer,” he told me, “you may admire Taoism and even feel a certain inspiration from its ideas, but this isn’t a book on Taoism. And you’re no Taoist.”

To be honest, he also took issue with the term “fundraising,” feeling the book is about far more than that—but we’ll get to that objection in a moment.

On the use of “Tao,” he’s absolutely right. This is not a book on Taoism nor is it based on traditional Taoist lessons and philosophies. I want to acknowledge up front that some may object to my use of such an ancient, venerable, and wise tradition when the book isn’t framed around that philosophy.

So why have I chosen not to change the title?

On a certain, practical level, it is a simple marketing decision. Marketing is intimately related to fundraising, and I know a good marketing concept when I see it. Using a term like “Tao” is stickier than more conventional English words like “way” or “path.” The term catches the curious eye and lodges in the mind. I was not willing to give up that advantage.

But this is not the only—or even main—reason I have left the title as it was originally conceived. When my co-author, Seth, and I discovered the title together in the course of the work of co-creation before you, we knew immediately it was the right choice because it so perfectly matched our deepest aspirations for the book.

Words and labels are powerful because they invoke emotions and beliefs. The word “Tao” suggests certain spiritual concepts and connections to life philosophy. And this is the deeper message of the pages you are about to read.

The subject of this book is fundraising, and I have done my best to provide practical advice on how to pursue that activity either for an individual project or as a profession.

However, as Josh suggested, fundraising is more our point of departure than our sole theme. In my experience, most books on sales focus on building relationships. This book shares that focus, but its scope is broader and deeper than that. On its most profound level, it is really about understanding the way we relate to the world around us. Yes, it is about the way we relate to other people. But it’s also about the way we relate to money. To power. To emotions. To themselves.

It’s about the way we relate to life.

Please keep this holistic concept in mind as you read this book. The ideas I present will make you a better fundraiser. And, hopefully, the philosophy and forces behind why the techniques work can help you to live a more examined life.

Of course, as with all tools and techniques, the ideas ahead can be used to live a dishonest, inauthentic, and manipulative life as well. In the final part of this book, my aim is to convince you to follow the nobler path. That, I believe, is the best way to improve your financial fortunes and help you live a better life.

And that, to me, is quite Taoist.






FOREWORD BY CHRISTOPHER L. FUSSELL


When I first met John Kim, we fought. That’s not a metaphor. This fight wasn’t a misunderstanding. It was deliberate. Within minutes of shaking hands, we were on the mat, grappling.

A mutual friend had brought us together to explore a long-term business idea. In preparation for the day, this friend had asked, “What should we do in the morning to get to know each other better?”

Now, there are countless boring, traditional ways to answer that question—coffee, golf, a whiteboard conversation. But our mutual friend was a black belt in jiu jitsu. John, I’d been told, trained regularly and had earned his purple belt. I’d spent much of my early life wrestling and picked up enough jiu jitsu while in the SEAL teams to know how humbling the sport can be. So, I offered something a little different to my friend: “Let’s find a gym and roll.”

In my experience, there’s no better way to get to know someone than through a controlled fight. Rolling with another person, you can sense a lot about them. Are they nervous or calm? Rigid or fluid? When do they exert, and when do they relax?

I knew walking in that I was the least experienced of the three, but that was the point. I’ve long believed that one of the clearest ways to read someone is to meet them in a low-risk domain where they clearly hold the advantage. When someone has the upper hand—physical, intellectual, financial—how do they behave? Do they use it to dominate? Do they retreat into performative humility? Or do they meet you where you are and see if something real can be built? Are they a student of life, seeing everyone and every moment as a chance to explore and learn?

That morning on the mats, I saw quickly who John really was. He flowed. He tested. He smiled when things got tough. He offered just enough resistance to stretch my limits, and just enough grace to let me find a path. There was no performative toughness, no ego. Just clarity. Control. Joy.

The best fighters—and the best leaders—don’t need to show you they’re in charge. They already know that. Instead, they want to build a relationship based on trust and understanding. We had bigger things to accomplish—our morning workout was just a step on the path.

Later that afternoon, John asked me about my own journey—from the SEAL teams into the world of leadership consulting and business transformation. It was, not surprisingly, a nonobvious move to him.

“Well,” I said, “counterterrorism, in the end, is really about people. Not just individuals, but the stories they’re telling themselves, and the world they see from a perspective that is their own. The societal myths that shaped them. No one’s born a terrorist—just like no one’s born a Navy SEAL. We’re all the product of stories. Some stories take people toward violence. Mine took me toward service.

“When those stories collide,” I continued, “you have to find a way to bring them to a close—to write a final chapter that lets the world move on. Oddly enough, consulting is not that different. You can’t help a team or a company until you understand the narrative they’re living in—and the future chapters they’re trying to write for their business.”

I was riffing, but I could see John listening intently. What I didn’t realize at the time was that I’d walked right into one of the central principles behind his life’s work: the idea that capital, like conflict or change, moves through narrative. If you don’t understand the story and the characters who control the capital, it will evade you forever. Someone else will write the final chapter, not you.

That moment sparked a long conversation. It was the first of many, and the start of an important friendship.

Fortunately for you, reader, John—or Kimmer to his friends—has laid his ideas out in the book you now hold.

The Tao of Fundraising is unlike anything I’ve read in the world of business or capital. It is part philosophical treatise, part tactical manual, and part personal code. It pulls from ancient wisdom and modern neuroscience, from Aristotle and Cialdini, from Buddhist detachment and high-stakes private equity. Despite the range, it holds together beautifully. Not as a loose collection of clever ideas—but as a system that you can adopt into your own life and way of thinking.

What John and his co-author, Seth Libby, have done here is extraordinary: They’ve mapped the invisible architecture behind fundraising—the terrain most people walk through blindly, often never seeing the actual game they are involved in as it unfolds around them. At its core, this book is not about pitch decks or financing terms or even money itself. It’s about energy—how it flows between people, how it is built through attention and trust, and how it is either amplified or destroyed by safety or fear, clarity or misunderstanding.

The Tao they lay out is rooted in a truth that anyone who’s ever had to lead under pressure comes to learn—people don’t make decisions with their frontal lobes. Not at first, anyway. High-risk decisions come from the gut, the limbic system. This is home to our core identity, the place where our drive for stability and control is rooted. The story we tell ourselves about ourselves drives our instinctive reactions under pressure and stress. The mind often shows up later to rationalize what the body has already decided.

If you want to raise capital, you’re not just asking for money. You’re asking someone to feel safe with you. To want to be in your orbit. To believe—emotionally and cognitively—that your success is in their best interest.

That doesn’t happen through facts alone. It happens through resonance. If you don’t understand their story—and the role your character plays in that story—you won’t be around for another scene, and you certainly won’t gain any of their precious resources.

What makes this book so powerful is that it teaches the mechanics of that resonance without falling into manipulation. John doesn’t just want you to be more effective—he wants you to be more aware. Of yourself and of others. Of power and how it’s perceived. Of trust and the shadows that can distort it.

He shows you how to stoke desire, yes—but to do it ethically. He explores the theater of fundraising—what he calls “persona play”—but frames it not as a deception but as a form of deep empathy: meeting the person across the table in the language they understand, while remaining grounded in who you are.

He breaks down complex decision-making dynamics—tribal, meritocratic, monarchical—and explains how to tailor your pitch to the system you’re walking into. He warns of the “Drama Triangle” of Hero, Villain, and Victim and shows how great fundraisers resist those roles, opting instead for co-creation.

And he does all of this while holding fast to a deeper truth: that fundraising is not just a tool for wealth accumulation. It is a path toward impactful living. A way of building, giving, and empowering. A force that, when wielded well, can serve causes far greater than the self.

But this book also knows and acknowledges the dark side. It doesn’t pretend that influence is always used for good. It acknowledges that these tools—like any powerful art—can be abused. The same techniques that build trust can be weaponized. Charisma, if untethered from ethics, becomes manipulation.

That’s why the Tao matters. Because without it, you’re just performing. With it, you’re building something real.

John doesn’t want to teach you how to win a pitch. He wants to teach you how to carry yourself through the world—with clarity, with integrity, and with strength. He wants you to understand power—not to seek it blindly but to hold it wisely, in service of something meaningful.

In my own life, I’ve led teams in war zones and helped businesses navigate crisis. I now work at the edge of scientific discovery. Across every one of those domains—combat, capital, or cutting-edge R&D—the forces that govern behavior remain constant: fear, trust, ego, story.

This book speaks to all of them.

It’s written for fundraisers, but it’s just as useful for leaders, educators, creators, and anyone who seeks to move through the world with a little more control over their own story.

If you’re holding this book, I assume you want to raise capital. You’re in the right place.

But if you’re willing to look deeper, The Tao of Fundraising will offer you something even more valuable:

A philosophy.

A mirror.

And a way forward.

You’re lucky to have Kimmer as your guide. I’m lucky to call him my friend.

Now… step on the mat.






INTRODUCTION

Open any self-help book in the business section of your local bookshop, and somewhere within you’ll find the same advice:

“Problems can’t stop you. Only you can stop you.”

“You’re in control of your own destiny.”

“Success is falling down nine times and standing up ten.”

You hear that same advice in TED Talks and CEO interviews. It’s the advice plastered across the covers of business magazines and guides on entrepreneurship.

It’s all great advice. But it’s pretty useless.

It’s useless because it’s all aspiration without any of the practical tools you need to actually accomplish it. In essence, it’s advice that tells you to go it alone and walk away from the traditional hierarchies and systems that allow for steady, if unremarkable, advancement, without ever explaining how you’re going to survive on your own.

It’s like telling you to jump into the deep end before teaching you how to swim.

Most people would love to control their own destinies and pursue their own ambitions unimpeded by bureaucracies and management. That’s why the advice is so appealing. These people remain stuck within the system not because they lack the right mindset but because they have no idea how to control the financial realities that control their lives. Without this control, the whole system is rigged to ensure the world happens to you, that others control your destiny, and that you always work for a boss.

The reason a chef works two shifts at someone else’s restaurant instead of her own is the same reason a software developer stays in his role at Facebook instead of starting his own tech company. It’s the same reason a modestly successful family business remains modest in size and doesn’t scale. It all comes down to a lack of control over the money within the system.

The key to gaining that control is fundraising. It’s only when you possess influence over the flow of capital—when you have the ability to acquire money by getting others to give it to you—that you can achieve the freedom to go out on your own and take control over your own destiny.

Essentially: Without any money behind them, the best ideas remain just ideas.

That’s the nature of not just capitalism but humanity. Every system ever invented requires the ability to acquire large amounts of assets or money in order to spark new potential. Yet few places actually teach us how to do that. We don’t instruct people on how important this is, let alone how to do it.

It’s time to change that.

For almost everyone, the thing that will most directly and significantly change the probabilities of their success—the one factor that will provide people control of their own destiny—is the ability to acquire capital. If you want to be a leader, if you want to go out on your own, if you want to inspire people or change the world, you better be able to acquire resources.


Wrestling for Resources

Most of the time, people get things backward. They assume that all they need to take control of their destiny is to have one big idea. Once they have that big idea, they think the money will find them. But that’s not reality. In truth, fundraising is a cage match between the person who needs the capital and the person who doesn’t want to invest—with the latter holding almost all the power.

The question, then, is this: How do you win a fight when most of the power is on the other side?

To answer that, let’s extend the metaphor. Imagine two people entering a fighting ring. On one side, you see a large man, six-foot-five, with broad, muscled shoulders and powerful arms. In the other, a much shorter, much less impressive-looking man. Who would you expect to win that fight?

Based solely on what you know so far, the answer is obvious: The larger man should win. All else being equal, size and strength will almost always determine victory. But all else in this fight is not equal. In this story, the smaller man possesses knowledge that the larger man does not. Unbeknownst to the larger man, the smaller man has spent his life studying multiple martial arts. The larger man has no such practice.

The difference in their knowledge completely changes the odds. When the bell rings and the two meet in the middle of the fighting circle, the larger man fights on instinct. He throws punches with all his muscle and weight behind him, but he throws them awkwardly, and to his surprise, the smaller man dodges and blocks them with ease before eventually grasping the larger man’s outstretched arm, throwing him to the ground, and locking him in a position he cannot escape from.

The smaller man wins.

We might expect this. Most of us have seen a martial arts movie or two in which the master changes the odds through their skill. But this dynamic is true beyond fighting and cinema. It’s also true in business and fundraising.

In business, money tends to stay put. It pools in the same places it has always resided—at the largest banks and with the wealthiest families. Those who control the resources are powerful, and they aren’t eager to share. Ordinarily, we have no recourse to disrupt this situation. But just as a master of martial arts can dominate a much larger and stronger fighter, so too can a master of what I call the Tao of Fundraising flip the circumstance against even the most cynical and experienced allocator of capital.




A Multidisciplinary Art

“Tao” is an ancient Chinese word that often gets translated as “way” or “path.” The term may share ancestry with similar words scattered across the Indo-European language family.1 By following this “path,” we are meant to live aligned with the natural forces of the universe. It also connects to the art of working within the harmony of these natural forces. The Tao of Fundraising is an extension of this concept. It involves aligning ourselves with the natural forces that guide our human and animal existence in our relationship with capital.

To align ourselves, we have to see the Tao (which will be our shorthand for the ideas of this book) as a sort of multidisciplinary art. Success in fundraising requires a nuanced understanding of multiple practices and philosophies, just as a film director must be a master of many skills to create a film. They must be a master of social interactions to get the most from their actors. They must be able to recognize good writing and craft some of it themselves. They need to understand what soundtrack would best communicate the emotion they want from a scene. They could use coding and digital skills to work more closely with their effects team. And that’s all before we even get to the basics, like understanding sound, lighting, editing, and good acting.

This same reliance on multidisciplinary mastery is seen in mixed martial arts (MMA). A master of one martial art can greatly improve their odds in a fight, but limiting the understanding to that single style can also expose the master to risk. For example, while a jiu jitsu master may be able to grapple, flip, and lock down an opponent, they might struggle to counter a proficient boxer who can stay on their feet.

Fundraising is like this as well. When trying to secure funding, there are very few rules that everyone follows. Investors who are uncertain about your proposition and those competing for the same resources are always liable to seek out the weaknesses in your practice. They’ll take any advantage if you leave yourself exposed.

To counter this possibility, you need a multidisciplinary approach, one that incorporates the techniques of many different schools. That’s precisely what the Tao offers: a set of practices and insights from many different “schools” that prepare you for whatever is ahead. The Tao of Fundraising is assembled from thousands of years of thought on persuasion and best business practices. In this book, you will encounter schools of philosophy, psychology, economics, and sales. You will come across thoughts from ancient Greece, the Bible, traditional Buddhist dogma, early modern Poland, and twenty-first-century America. You’ll read about ideas most commonly utilized by the best therapists and sales techniques taught in the top MBA programs.

While we’ll touch on religion and morality in places, you don’t have to share any particular faith or worldview to benefit from these teachings. For our purposes, the true value is in the tapestry of insights we can weave together from these concepts. All these practices come together to provide a powerful Tao that can enable anyone to build the necessary relationships and win the important arguments to raise the funds they need.




A Tao for the Novice and the Master

I was recently sitting down with a prominent CEO who runs a large corporation. She had asked to speak to me about a venture capital fund she wanted to start. I have known her for some time, and her reputation as a talented, intelligent, and driven leader is well-earned. She has succeeded at everything she’s ever attempted.

It was no surprise, then, when she told me I was there simply to provide a little initial guidance. She expected she could raise the necessary capital without the help of a professional fundraiser. When I suggested it might not be quite that simple, she balked.

“Tell me,” she said, “why can’t I raise this fund?”

“It isn’t that you can’t do it,” I answered. “It’s that you may not understand all that is ahead. You have had a very successful career. But now you want to raise $500 million. That seems quite achievable relative to the challenges you’ve overcome in your career. And, frankly, it probably is achievable. But tell me, how many people do you think you would need to meet to hit your target?”

She hesitated. “Well, I just want to meet the five or ten investors who really understand what I am doing. They will give me the money I need.”

Shaking my head, I said, “Everyone says they are just looking for the few people that ‘get them.’ But that’s a little naive. You can reach a few people who want to support you. After all, you are a very successful person, and people really like you. However, if you are asking me for fundraising advice, it means that you don’t know enough of those people. And investors who don’t already have a relationship with you will not give you any special privilege. In other words, you are going to have to play the numbers game. So assuming that your average commitment will be $10 million, which is quite large to begin with, and you are able to convert 20 percent of your meetings into investors, which is quite high relative to the market, then the math is that you need to meet with somewhere between two to three hundred investors.”

She leaned forward a bit, her interest piqued, as I continued.

“And that, again, assumes you have an impressive conversion ratio. Because it’s easy to meet people, but it takes a lot of calories to close them. Realistically, when you meet someone, if you’re good at this, you have a 50 percent chance of getting a second meeting—if you’re really good. After you get that second meeting, you have to prove to the investor that they should trust you with their money. That takes more meetings. Across those meetings, you’ll have to build that trust and walk them through the complexities and their questions. All the while, they can drop out at any time for any reason. There are dozens of other people trying to get that same $10 million. Do you have the skills and the discipline necessary to deliver on that at least fifty times?”

Very quickly, she saw where I was heading. Fundraising isn’t as easy as it might seem at first. But nor is it as impossible as it can feel to those who are unfamiliar with this world.

To harness the power of the Tao of Fundraising, you have to come to it with humility. Anyone who has had success in fundraising can always learn more and improve their technique. And those who have never fundraised can master it—but only if they accept the process associated with that mastery.

Success with the Tao comes down to how you approach it. Fundraising is more than an activity or career; it can be a way of living and experiencing life. The same principles are at work whether you’re raising $500,000, $5 million, or even $1 billion. The number of investors changes, and the amount you ask for changes, but the principles remain the same.

Small or large, fundraising presents significant challenges that the Tao can help you overcome. The smaller the ask, the more likely you can find one person to cover all the funding—there are many people out there who can cut a small check. But the more you scale your “ask,” the harder it becomes to find one investor to provide all the funding. At that point, you need the Tao to help you get to yes over and over again.

The principles of the Tao are valuable at any level of success and for any level of experience—and as with martial arts, greater knowledge leads to greater mastery. Graham Duncan, expert investor and co-founder of East Rock Capital, once brilliantly articulated this progression in an article titled “The Playing Field.” Just as a novice begins karate or tae kwon do as a white belt and rises through the ranks to black, Duncan argued that career development has five similar stages of development:


	Apprentice—learning the game

	Expert—mastering the game you were taught

	
Professional—making the game you were taught fit your own strengths and weaknesses

	Master—changing the game you play as part of your own self-expression and operating at scale

	Steward—becoming part of the playing field itself and mentoring the next generation2




The longer a student of the Tao studies and practices, the greater their insights and the potential of their practice. The greater their potential, the further they can develop this path for themselves and for others.




The Road Ahead

This is a gateway book, and thus my aim is not to transform everyone into a master of fundraising. Instead, I hope to start each of you on your fundraising journey, introducing the key teachings you will need to develop, practice, and master if you wish to have more control over the resources you need to “be your own boss” or “control your own destiny.” You must determine for yourself how far you take the Tao and how much you integrate it into your life. This book is a beginning, with an arrow pointing in the right direction. How far you follow it is entirely up to you.

With that in mind, remember that the “Tao” refers to the natural order of things—a philosophy that describes the character of the universe. That is the ultimate reason why this book exists. I am not revealing the Tao to make people rich—although I expect that to be a by-product. I have written all that follows because these ideas are simply true of our financial system, our human interactions, and our relationship with money and economics. As the saying goes, “It is what it is,” and I want others to understand what “it” is.

For some reason, this focus is extremely rare in business literature today. Capital formation is very important for our system, our companies, and our individual careers… but who is teaching us how to actually raise capital? Experts talk about how to use it and how to invest it. Thousands of books have been written, and whole business schools have been founded, on these subjects, but no one talks about how we get capital in the first place. No one tells us how to go out and get the money we need to do the other things they recommend. The money is assumed, even though very few of us can make that assumption.

This is a shame not just because of the constraints it places on entrepreneurs and established companies, but because the Tao of Fundraising offers a path to more than monetary riches. It can lead to a richer life. Through the Tao, we can better understand our relationships, our responsibilities, and the systems we otherwise unwittingly take part in—and we can better control our role in each. Following the Tao will undoubtedly make you a better friend, a more inspirational leader, or a more successful entrepreneur, because it will give you clarity on how others think and how the world works.

Through the Tao, you’ll understand what those in your life need psychologically when they are facing doubt, the philosophy behind Warren Buffett’s wildly successful investments, and the reason Apple’s designs remain the best and most innovative in the world today. And through that knowledge, you will be able to better live up to your potential. Instead of relying on a raw, subconscious understanding in every area of your life, you will be able to use these tools mindfully. Just as a master of martial arts can rely on technique instead of brute force—and therefore defend himself far more successfully—you will be able to consciously apply the principles of fundraising across your entire life to far greater effect.

Like any good philosophy, the Tao offers clarity on how the world works and our place in it—but perhaps surprisingly, it is also unique in how much it centers on empathy and the experiences of other people. Most philosophies of life focus on me and how I experience the world. The Tao of Fundraising considers the other person first. To be successful in fundraising, you must focus on the needs of the other person in the room. This has profound implications across all aspects of life.

As we move through this book and discuss the practical benefits of fundraising, the science and business practices behind it, and the tools of persuasion necessary to “win” investment, keep these additional benefits in mind. The Tao is more than a playbook for filling coffers; it’s a more meaningful way of approaching life.

I know how extensive the potential of the Tao is because I have been developing and practicing it for decades. While I only ever made it to a purple belt in jiu jitsu, I believe I am a black belt in the Tao of Fundraising. I have used these techniques to raise more than $70 billion in private equity and venture capital. I have used them to cultivate relationships with people in my private and professional life. And I have used them to achieve purpose throughout my life.

This book represents an opportunity to share what I wish I’d known decades earlier. If I could go back thirty-five years and present this book to myself, I would be many years further ahead in my career, and I would have found equanimity much sooner in my life. I wish to offer that to you.

That is not to say that the journey is easy. Ask any martial arts or spiritual master, and they will tell you there is always much work required to become a steward of their discipline. But if you approach all that is ahead with a willingness to learn and a level of empathy that allows you to truly connect with others, the Tao can unlock unlimited rewards for all who follow it.
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PART ONE The Fundamentals









Chapter 1 The Power of Money


The world of feudal Japan was extremely hierarchical. At the top, you had the emperor, who was the source of all power (at least in theory). At the bottom, you had the vast majority of people who made up the peasants, artisans, and merchants who created all the resources for the kingdom.

Between these extremes is where it gets most interesting. Below the emperor were the kuge, who made up a small noble class, and the shoguns, who were the military leaders and true power of the country. Below the shoguns were the daimyo, the lords who owned large areas of land. The daimyo were protected by the samurai, who acted as their military force and protection.

And then there were the rōnin—traveling samurai who had no allegiance to a lord.

This system worked much like the medieval European version of feudalism you probably learned about in school. The lords sat at the top in their castles, collecting all the resources. The peasants did all the work and paid a huge portion of their labor to the lords in exchange for protection. The samurai acted much like knights, earning a place at the lord’s table but sitting below them in stature.

To put this in stark economic terms, the farther up the pyramid you go, the more the resources “pool” together. The lower down the pyramid you go, the more people work to provide those resources for less and less reward.

When I put it that way, perhaps you can see how little has really changed. We have a very different kind of system now, a capitalist one, but the structure is not so different. Those at the top have most of the resources. That’s why they’re at the top. Those at the bottom do most of the work for the least reward. And those in the middle tend to advance through the useful skills they can offer their “lords.” Today, we might look more for skill in writing code than handling a blade, but the principle still applies.

And yet, two groups in that pyramid stand out as unique: the samurai and rōnin. The samurai could rise to be among the true elites. They were granted land, wealth, prestige, and power based partly on skill. And though it was rare, occasionally someone from the lower castes could rise to become a samurai.

The rōnin followed a different path. They were able to go out on their own, live by their own code, and, to some extent, create their own fortune. They could choose to serve a new master or become wandering mercenaries.

The path of the rōnin was not an easy one. It was seen as shameful by the higher classes, which aimed to reduce opportunities for the rōnin. Yet rōnin could still survive because they had the necessary skills to do so.

Most likely, you are not part of the modern versions of the imperial, kuge, or shogun classes. Statistically, you are unlikely to have been born with enormous resources. To rise in this society, therefore, you have to become the equivalent of either a samurai or a rōnin. You either need to help accrue resources for a daimyo above you or find a way to build them up yourself. And that requires a deeper understanding of the nature of our system and how resources flow through it.


Ideas Need Funding

Many erroneously assume that the key to moving up through our system requires great ideas. They see ideas as the path to acquiring resources and scaling that pyramid to become daimyos in their own right. Obviously, a great idea helps make that possible, but it isn’t actually the key to gaining those resources.

Great ideas are often floating in the air, and several perceptive individuals pick them up around the same time. Nikola Tesla and Thomas Edison famously disputed who invented the best form of electrical transmission. Isaac Newton and Gottfried Leibniz both demanded credit for inventing calculus. The winner in these battles is rarely determined by whose idea is better or whose idea came first. It usually comes down to who had access to power and money.

No one exemplifies this fact quite like my friend Aaron, whom I met in graduate school. Aaron is perhaps the most forward-thinking individual I know. After we graduated, he decided not to go into consulting or to Wall Street like the rest of us. Instead, he wanted to pursue an idea he’d had to transform the market. He foresaw a world in which the majority of books and music were sold online. This was the 1990s, and the idea seemed far-fetched to most. Not to everyone, though: Jeff Bezos was thinking the same thing. Aaron could never raise enough money to realize his idea at scale. That’s what determined his outcome, not the quality of his idea. Eventually, Amazon put him out of business.

Not one to be deterred, Aaron had another big idea. In the early 2000s, he realized that internet and video technology were evolving at such a fast rate that people would soon be able to upload their videos and let everyone in the world watch them. Again, he couldn’t secure funding. The founders of YouTube were much more successful at that.

His next idea was cannabis farming, just as laws were beginning to change. When he struggled to find the funding to scale, he moved on to vertical farming. It was the perfect way to grow enough food for a huge population while space was becoming more scarce. Once again, he couldn’t convince anyone with significant capital to believe in his vision. Today, vertical farming has immense growth potential. His latest idea involves the use of microdoses of psilocybin and MDMA to help treat trauma. The technique isn’t legal yet, but he’s confident that the growing body of research will eventually force the law to change, leading to a huge new industry.

You’ll never guess why he’s struggling to get to the forefront of that industry.

My friend is a genius. He’s a visionary who’s been proven right over and over again. But you have never heard of him or his companies because he hasn’t been able to attract capital. And when you can’t attract capital, it doesn’t matter how good your ideas are.


Capital-ism


The story we tell ourselves about our economic system is a story of ideas. We talk about Henry Ford and Steve Jobs—people who had big ideas that changed the world. Capitalism, we say, is a system that allows great ideas to rise to the top and money to flow through them.

This is wrong. After all, our system is not called idealism; it’s called capitalism. And capital-ism is, at its very root, an economic system built on accruing capital to make progress on ideas. The capital fuels ideas; the ideas don’t fuel capital.

Again, this is not so different from feudalism. In a feudal system, those at the top control all the resources while those below do the work that creates those resources. The shoguns and daimyos of this world have never been particularly eager to hand over those resources. They do so only when someone proves they can provide real value. That’s still the perception of capitalistic investors today.

There are many strengths and weaknesses within this system, but, ultimately, it is the one we have. It is what it is, as they say. In this system, the people who succeed most are those who are best able to convince the small number of people who control most of the capital to hand it over.

To put it as bluntly as possible, investors would rather invest their money in a mediocre idea with lots of money behind it than a great idea with no backers. It’s simply a better bet.

While you may not like that reality, that’s how the system works. So if you want to accomplish anything of significance, you’ll have to learn to work within those constraints.






Capital Follows the Path of Least Resistance

One reason we have so much income inequality in our society is that capital almost always finds people who already have access to it. In feudal Japan, resources almost never left the palaces where the emperor, kuge, shoguns, and daimyos resided. Only those with access to the palace, such as the samurai, were ever likely to receive some of those resources.

Today, the social structure looks different, but the same principle holds true. It’s easier to give rich, established people money because they’re already in the room with capital. They know the people with capital. Their parents knew the people with capital. They have a good reputation with institutions with capital. And people give money to people they know.

Just as both running water and electricity flow along the path of least resistance, so do money and power. And the path of least resistance tends to run toward those who already have capital and people who know those who have capital. Capital exists in lots of places—in banks, in funds, with individual investors—but it all swirls around the same locations and among the same people.

As someone who went to Harvard Business School, I can tell you that the real value of an Ivy League education isn’t the education itself. Today, many state schools can offer an education just as good as that of Yale or Brown (my undergraduate alma mater). Indeed, with vast online resources available, an enterprising self-taught person in Dubuque, Iowa could learn just as much as a registered student in Cambridge, Massachusetts. So no, the value of an Ivy League school is not in the quality of the instruction; the real advantage is the opportunity to connect with those who have capital and who will attract capital in their work.

Karl Alexander, Doris Entwisle, and Linda Olson, in their book The Long Shadow, found that the most important determinants of success on any basis—be it wealth, happiness, or possessions—are the parents you’re born to, the place you’re born, and the local resources of that area. It’s all about who you know.3

This isn’t much solace to those who were not born into wealthy families or who didn’t attend Harvard. Luckily, there are ways to change the direction capital is flowing. Capital formation doesn’t have to happen to you; it can happen by you—if you possess the right knowledge and skills.




OEBPS/e9781637634974/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		A Note on the Title


		Foreword


		Introduction


		Part One: The Fundamentals

		Chapter 1: The Power of Money


		Chapter 2: The Fundamentals of Fundraising


		Chapter 3: The Laws of Fundraising


		Chapter 4: The Fundraising Process







		Part Two: The Art of Persuasion

		Chapter 5: A Theory of Mind


		Chapter 6: Stoking Desire


		Chapter 7: Relieving Fear


		Chapter 8: The Drama Triangle


		Chapter 9: Persona Grata


		Chapter 10: The Audition







		Part Three: A Lifelong Practice

		Chapter 11: Ego Deprivation


		Chapter 12: Impactful Living


		Chapter 13: Don’t Lose Yourself







		Conclusion


		Acknowledgments


		About the Authors


		Notes


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Foreword


		Introduction


		Conclusion


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Notes


		Copyright








		1


		2


		3


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		4








OEBPS/e9781637634974/images/common01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781637634974/images/9781637634974.jpg
~The

TAO

The Science, Philosophy, and

Psychology behind Attracting Capital

S — - 3¢

JOHN KIM

with Seth Libby





OEBPS/e9781637634974/images/title.jpg
The
1TAO
of
FUNDRAISING

The Science, Philosophy. and

Psychology behind Attracting Capital

BY JOHN KIM
With Seth Libby

7

Forefront

OOOOO





