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Praise for Unruly


“Leaders are called upon to wear many hats and must meet high standards while also innovating new pathways. Unruly provides a masterful guidebook to exceeding these expectations by blasting right past conventional thinking. If you are a leader in any capacity, you need this book!”


—Cristal Gary, CEO, Meridian Health Plan of Illinois, and former Deputy Governor, Illinois


“In a world of formulaic advice and the prescribed paths to success, Unruly offers a necessary look into how unconventional paths are a feature, not a bug. This book isn’t about breaking rules; it’s about breaking new ground. Lauren masterfully outlines how understanding the true nature of rules—as starting points rather than endpoints—can transform perceived barriers and create your own success, while lifting others up along the way. Lauren’s guidebook is a must-have for entrepreneurs striving for their authentic path to success.”


—Mallun Yen, Founder and CEO, Operator Collective


“Unruly takes us on an all-access tour of our interactions with rules. It provides a smart approach to decoding, working within, stretching beyond, and ultimately writing your own rules within which you can thrive.”


—Robert Grammig, Chair and Chief Executive Officer, Holland & Knight LLP


“For anyone frustrated by the constraints of rules and policies, this book offers fresh thinking about how to get things done. I have seen, both from the inside and the outside of the Department of Defense, the need for and the impact of the Unruly path. Lauren’s approach made an outsider a trusted insider while repeatedly challenging the status quo and improving outcomes in the Department of Defense without ever breaking the rules.”


—Wendy R. Anderson, former deputy Chief of Staff to the Secretary of Defense


“Dr. Wittenberg Weiner understands—from experience at the highest levels of government and as a highly successful entrepreneur—that rules are parameters. She details in this superb volume that success depends both on understanding and following the rules and on figuring out when and how best to stretch those rules to their limits—or when to push to change the rules. Those who have to navigate complex rules and regulations of any kind can finally learn how to decode complexities and carve out a path to unbridled success.”


—Dr. Stuart Shapiro, Dean, Bloustein School of Public Policy, Rutgers University


“The rule of law is sacrosanct in our democracy, for good reason. In this brilliant book, Wittenberg Weiner lays out her Unruly ways to make an impact—in your business, your community, and political systems—while making the most of governing rules. She’ll show you how to reach your unique breakthrough point within any system or organization.”


—Jocelyn Benson, Secretary of State, Michigan, and Author, The Purposeful Warrior


“Lauren Wittenberg Weiner has been quietly operating in the most elite levels of our military support structures. Her Unruly approach to business, politics, and life overall is a game-changing shift to find newfound success on every level. Lauren teaches you how to take on the status quo while staying true to your highest standards, working with intelligence, persuasion, collaboration, and the greater good as your guide. Unruly shows you how to do good while doing well, in any realm of your life.”


—Patrick Murphy, first Iraq War veteran elected to Congress and 32nd Undersecretary, US Army


“As a Navy SEAL, I know mission outcome matters most, but mission success relies on rules, standards, and morals along with adaptability and innovation. Unruly leverages a special operator’s mindset to complete your personal missions effectively. Lauren and her team took the Special Operations community by surprise in 2018 by winning a massive award as a non-operator and a woman, but she won them over with her authentic Unruly approach and exceeded everyone’s expectations.”


—Vice Admiral Sean Pybus (retired), former Commander, Navy Special Warfare Command, and Deputy Commander, Special Operations Command


“Lauren Wittenberg Weiner is smart, insightful, and always on point. She understands, as I do, that when operating in a political system where the odds, numbers, and rules are stacked against you, you must find or even create new pathways to achieve your desired outcomes. With her expert guidance, Lauren offers strategies to navigate what can feel like hostile or unfriendly terrain with minimal setbacks. Her approach will show you how to be effective and collaborative, empowering you to stand your ground, claim your space, and soar to new heights.”


—Fentrice Driskell, Minority Leader, Florida House of Representatives


“As an entrepreneur, a community leader, and even as a hockey mom, Lauren Wittenberg Weiner has accomplished things others thought impossible. This book is a must-read for anyone looking to leverage their hard work and unique abilities to challenge and upend the status quo.”


—Steve Griggs, CEO, Vinik Sports Group and Tampa Bay Lightning (NHL)
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To Rachel and Ben . . . may you find
your own Unruly path on everything
but the rules Daddy and I set for you.


And to Jamie, my ultimate Unruly Sherpa . . .
I will continue to try to live up to your goodness
and your greatness every day. I miss you madly, J.










Foreword



In December of 1979, as a young 1st Lieutenant, I joined the US Army’s 7th Special Forces Group at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. Some years had passed since the heyday of Green Berets in Vietnam, and operations in Latin America and counterterrorism worldwide lay in the future, but “SOF,” as Special Operations Forces are known, still had a distinct culture. The dedication and comradery were hugely positive, but it also had many of the more difficult aspects of most closed, elite communities. Proven competence was a prerequisite, but real effectiveness required navigating a complex web of relationships and mastering the “tribal knowledge” that governed how things got done. In uniform, excelling in SOF is demanding. As a civilian, particularly as a female small business owner, prospering in that environment is a low-probability bet wagered by the foolhardy—or those with supreme confidence in their ability to do things differently and win.


Enter Lauren Wittenberg Weiner. I had heard about this woman who was gaining respect and getting attention for her ability to engage with intense focus while creating surprising solutions through a pragmatic yet fully fresh approach to marshaling resources. Lauren was becoming known for her ability to deliver outcomes beyond what anyone thought imaginable.


Starting any business is challenging, with the highly publicized “unicorn” billionaire experiences more entertaining than truly representative. But for a spouse living in Italy on her husband’s military orders, it was even more difficult, especially when spouses can be overlooked and underestimated. Opportunities were limited, and even armed with a PhD and White House experience, Lauren had to play a new sport with unfamiliar rules, almost always competing against established firms and savvy contractors. Making a go of it demanded an unconventional, call it “unruly,” approach.


My colleagues in counterterrorism operations and I found in combat that often unconventional, doctrine-defying strategy and tactics were needed to address the unique challenges of a complex fight. But I also learned that the most effective unconventional warriors begin with a deep understanding of conventional warfare. It is difficult to know when and how to color outside the lines if you don’t know where the lines are or the picture being created. Lauren intuitively understood that to violate the rules, she must first master them—and she did. She also understood that simply playing the game was different than playing to win, and it is the outcome, not the activity, that measures success.


Over the years, Lauren and I have worked together transforming government bureaucracy, particularly as it relates to human capital and leadership within the government. But while naturally “unruly,” Lauren sets and follows rules that establish a shared commitment across her team, and a foundation of trust with clients, customers, and partners. This seeming contradiction is anything but. It reflects her innate understanding that business and leadership aren’t about operations or products, they are entirely about people. People must be developed, inspired, and led by other people who earn respect on a continuous basis. It can be unconventional, and even a bit unruly, but it’s always about getting the job done that produces extraordinary outcomes, especially at times when it really counts.


Lauren has an uncanny ability to break through government gridlock. This is partly because she is smart, but also because she can see the whole battlefield and plot multiple paths to complete the mission. She does the same in the nonprofit world and in her own personal life. In this book, she presents a vision of new pathways, adaptable skills, and forward thinking that meets resistance with formidable resolve.


General Stanley McChrystal, US Army, Retired


CEO and Chairman, McChrystal Group










Introduction



DOOR KICKERS, SNAKE EATERS, AND MILITARY SPOUSES, OH MY!


It is easy to be captivated by the big, swashbuckling personalities who flout the rules with impunity and find outsized success. These big personalities dominate our news feeds, our imaginations, and our modern folklore. But most everyone else colors perfectly within the lines, plods through the path laid out for them, and lives their lives without ever upending the status quo.


What if there were a third way, a hybrid solution, that allowed us to truly find our own breakout success while consistently doing the right thing?


Let’s get Unruly.


Getting Unruly first and foremost means following the rules—the letter and spirit of the law, the moral path, the “do unto others” way—and then finding the space within those rules to distinguish yourself from the pack. The Unruly way doesn’t skirt the rules, but it will use the flexibility within the rules to your advantage. It taps into your inner two-year-old self and asks why you have to do things certain ways, and why we can’t do things differently. In doing the work to answer those questions effectively, we can plot our own course to our own version of breakout success.


GOOD GIRLS PLAY BY THE RULES?


As a kid, I was always a rule follower. I got good grades, rarely disobeyed my parents, never snuck out of the house, and diligently followed the path others set in front of me. And, truth be told, I was probably a bit insufferable to be around with my goody-two-shoes ways. All the way from preschool to college, I colored entirely within the lines, met all the marks, and succeeded by playing every game exactly as whatever powers that be set as the parameters—whether it was my parents, my teachers, or the books that I read voraciously. I believed in the rules. I was taught that they took you where you want to go and that they were made to help you become the best person possible. The rules gave me comfort, and structure, and a promise that if I did everything right, I’d make it. Wherever “it” was, I wanted to get there.


But during graduate school, I began to see a ceiling in what I could accomplish when operating within the rules laid out for me. My graduate school years were filled with powerful professors, including my own advisor who controlled nearly every aspect of my life (as PhD advisors did, by design), and some of those professors abused their power in pretty egregious ways that I’ll talk about later in the book. So, by necessity, because success was for the first time no longer guaranteed by simply following the rules, I became focused on which rules were truly critical and which weren’t really “rules” at all.


I didn’t realize it then, but this was my first taste of getting Unruly. And as hard as it was for my good-girl self, I got a thrill out of bucking the expectations that everybody seemed to have of what I “should” do. I didn’t break any actual rules—and I still don’t—but I certainly broke with the “shoulds” and “oughts” and “musts” of others’ expectations of me, and I found some new paths that were still moral, legal, and ethical yet turned standard convention on its head.


Look, we absolutely need rules in a civilized society. Rules can save lives—just consider our safety standards for automobiles and food and medicine, to name just a few—and they can create structure and hierarchy that allow for predictable business transactions and navigation through the world overall. Even non-rules—guidelines and norms and policies and best practices—can impose effective boundaries based on social expectations and interpersonal consequences that guide us in our lives. But overly burdensome rule structures and policies and expectations can limit our world in ways that are unnecessary and unproductive. Finding the path that allows us to stay well within the bounds of compliance and ethics but allows us to find or create our own path is the core of the Unruly journey that I’ll guide you through in this book.


My experience in graduate school led me to recognize that some rules weren’t black-and-white, even in commonly accepted situations. I came to understand that playing by the rules would only get me so far. My life during the rule-following days was a two-dimensional game of checkers, where I could only move in very predictable patterns, and generally only forward and backward. My real success came from understanding how to navigate with more nuance as on a multidimensional chessboard that more closely represents any “real” game that is being played, with lots of possible moves across time and space. Suddenly, I was breaking free of the constraints that had held me in lockstep with all the other high-achieving rule followers, and with each Unruly action, I was creating even more extraordinary success.


After graduate school, as I was called on to master ever-more complex rules for more complex roles, things continued to get even less clear-cut. The rules weren’t always obvious. Ironically, as an avowed former rule follower, I found my first “real” job after graduate school in the White House’s rulemaking office, the Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs (OIRA). We reviewed—and often rewrote—most of the rules across the federal government. Nuance became critical, and working within gray areas became the most viable, and often the only, option to achieve the goals laid out before me. Once I was able to learn to find a different path than the other rule followers around me, I found myself exceeding expectations, particularly my own.


I learned the nuances of the Administrative Procedure Act (which is as exciting as the name makes it sound), but more importantly I learned how government rules really worked and didn’t work. I learned how much gray there was in the laws passed by Congress, the follow-on rules set forth by the executive branch, and the sub-regulatory policies and guidelines that drove the business of government. As importantly, I learned where to find the source documents that drove all this regulatory mumbo jumbo as I grappled with why things had to be a certain way, especially when they seemed nonsensical. Being part of the rulemaking process freed me up to see how much gray there really was in all rules. I increasingly began to see the openings that could be utilized within the rules, and I became skilled at how to make viable and repeatable passageways through them.


In other words, I got Unruly.


THE ACCIDENTAL ENTREPRENEUR


I call myself an accidental entrepreneur. I never planned to start a company, and even twenty years in, I think of myself as more of a business or community leader rather than as an entrepreneur. The more traditional entrepreneurs I know set out specifically to start a company, regardless of the type of company it would be. They started, and sold, multiple companies, and they continued to constantly think about their next venture and how to enter a new market, scale their ideas, and exit successfully. It almost doesn’t matter what their idea is; they thrive on the challenge of commercializing what they imagine.


But my path was different. As I neared the end of my PhD program, everyone assumed that I would accept a postdoctoral fellowship or seek out a tenure-track position in academia. But, in a major epiphany thanks to a wonderful mentor that I’ll talk more about in part 3 of this book, I realized that I didn’t want to take an academic path. A good friend was working at the White House. In conversation, I shared with him why I was not excited about academia, and he told me that I might prefer working in public policy. I had absolutely no idea what “public policy” was, but his description made it sound pretty cool—and after a brief stop at a policy research firm, I ended up working with him at the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) in the White House during the Clinton administration (and later, the Bush administration).


I was not the traditional hire at OMB, to say the least, and I had a huge case of imposter syndrome when I first got there. My job oversaw policy at half a dozen agencies at any given time—from Labor to Education to Housing and Urban Development to Health and Human Services—and at times it was part of my job to tell senior political appointees, up to and including cabinet secretaries, that they couldn’t do what they were determined to do. Pretty heady stuff for a twenty-six-year-old.


My job was reviewing and rewriting the rules that came out of the laws passed by Congress. That job gave me the ability to fully understand the baseline of any rules—and further set me on the path to being able to leverage the gray areas in the rules to distinguish myself and my firm while still remaining entirely compliant with all of the legal demands and constraints.


In every interaction during my White House days, there were people in the room who had been in the government for decades, and who were often the expert on one specific policy area. I couldn’t possibly rise to meet their specific expertise, but I was there to speak for and represent the policy arm of the White House. I quickly learned to leverage their expertise, without letting them drive the agenda. I was the expert in the White House processes, and I had the backing of my senior leadership, but I had to rely on the expertise of agency staff to quickly get me smart enough to make decisions on the specific policy issues they were pushing. I needed them to see me as an equal so they didn’t steamroll right over me.


I realized that my lack of knowledge of certain things wasn’t a problem if I admitted where I was lacking and sought out credible people to guide me, or otherwise found the information I needed. As I began to connect dots, I was shocked to discover that often the most confident people in those meetings were frequently the least correct. That was unexpected, coming from my rule-following, good-girl days. I quickly figured out that I needed to do the best I could with the knowledge I had—always knowing that it was likely imperfect—while steadily leveling up by expanding my capacity, enabling me to improve on prior decisions as I gained more information. I often felt like I was building the plane while it was flying (and parts were falling off in midair), and I was the one who had to keep it in the air no matter what.


I was also single when I got to DC and honestly found the dating scene to be overwhelmingly painful. Most of the men in DC were very accomplished but cocky and condescending. I went on a few dates with one guy, an aspiring politician, who told me—on our last date, to be clear—that I would make a really good politician’s wife. How about I’d make a really good politician, thank you very much? I went on dates with lawyers, doctors, and Hill staffers. I even had someone try to set me up with a now-notorious politician, which I smartly turned down.


I was ready to give up on dating when I met Chuck. He was certainly accomplished, with a master’s degree and a good job with the Navy, but he was decidedly different from the other guys I’d met in DC. He was genuinely impressed, but entirely unintimidated, by my accomplishments. When I handed him my slightly ostentatious, gold-foil-embossed White House business card, he told me without any reservation that he found me fascinating and wanted to take me out for dinner the next night. He still carries that card, now very tattered, almost twenty-five years later in his wallet.


The morning after our first date, I called my mom, a ritual for us after each new first date. She started the conversation with “Well, what was wrong with this one?” and, much to my surprise, I answered “Nothing.” Chuck was, and still is, my biggest cheerleader. Having him always excited and supportive freed up so much of my energy, allowing me to focus on a higher purpose. As Sheryl Sandberg notes in Lean In, my most important career decision was in choosing who to marry, and I chose well.


But I’m getting ahead of myself. Chuck wasn’t yet my husband when he got a too-good-to-refuse offer to go to Naples, Italy, with the Navy. We were just about to embark on a cruise where, as he still jokes, he was either going to propose or I was going to push him off the ship. The day before the cruise was set to leave, his former boss called to tell him about the job, and Chuck spent the entire cruise navigating the application process and negotiating the offer. And he did propose, although he forgot the ring and had to improvise with an overpriced necklace that he bought in the ship’s jewelry store. Once back on dry land, we were told that we had four days to get married so that I could be included on his military orders, so off to the justice of the peace we went with our parents and a few friends, and just a few days after my thirtieth birthday, we were on our way to Italy to start our married life.


THIS ISN’T TUSCANY!


Like a good type A achiever, I did my research and found that there were two headquarter commands moving from London to Naples, with multiple high-level professional jobs open at the time, many of which I was clearly qualified to fill. I also watched Under the Tuscan Sun and was excited about our move to the bucolic rolling hills of Italy. But once we got to Naples, one of my husband’s colleagues picked us up at the airport and immediately took us the back way (through an alley) to the new office, and I realized Naples was decidedly not Tuscany. As was common, there was a trash strike in Naples, so the dumpster at the entrance to the alley was overflowing—for three full blocks—and the garbage was on fire. It was a literal dumpster fire. Amazingly, it just got worse from there.


I was told that there was a policy on base that did not allow spouses to apply for any jobs above entry level. I was also told that I could be a secretary “until I got pregnant.” Meanwhile, given my PhD, I could be an adjunct professor for one of the universities on base, but the pay averaged out to less than minimum wage when even minimal prep time was factored in; for the actual class-time hours, it was barely half as much as I had made ten years earlier as a teacher for SAT and GRE prep courses as a sophomore in college. And I might or might not be able to pick up one or more classes each semester, so it certainly wasn’t enough to keep me busy and engaged, regardless.


I quickly networked my way into a contracting job, which was supposed to be working on information technology policy but turned out to be installing computers as the command moved from London into the new spaces in Italy. Anyone who knows me knows I shouldn’t be doing anything to computers beyond turning them on and off, and sometimes even that is too difficult for me. Thankfully, I became close friends with one of the other contractors on base, and he saved my behind more times than I can count those first six months. I had already learned while working at OMB that support is critical, and the power of my village saved me repeatedly in that job, when by any measure I should have failed miserably.


One thing I did do, through that first six-month contract, was to meet everyone and simply solve problems for them. I figured out all the players around the base—from the facilities folks to the bill payers to the military people who made the ID cards and everyone in between. It became clear very quickly that nobody was project managing the entire move, and everyone was showing up with no coordination whatsoever, so I decided to just jump in and manage it myself. I also made it my business to know the best real estate agent who could make things happen around Naples, which was the real secret to navigating life in Italy. As people showed up, I guided them through the process and tried to make it as seamless as possible. I became the person everyone came to when they needed to get something done, and I amassed an array of the right people who were happy to help me get stuff done. It was my first lesson that the “power of yes” was critical, and it certainly confirmed that nontransactional relationships were the key to everything.


Meanwhile, at the suggestion (and with the assistance) of another military spouse on base who was a lawyer, I incorporated a company just so I could do some basic consulting work for my old agencies back in DC. She came up with the name—Wittenberg Weiner Consulting—because everyone in DC knew me by my maiden name (Wittenberg), and everyone in Naples knew me by my married name (Weiner), and it sounded bigger than just one person. Brilliant! The tagline for the company came more naturally: Putting Good Government into Practice. It perfectly communicated a continuation of the work I had been doing in the White House. I even had another friend draw up a logo featuring a stylized rendering of the White House.


Months after my job installing computers ended, I got a call from one of the first people I met on base, who we still refer to as “Saint Tony” in the firm today. He was, at the time, the head of Anti-Terrorism/Force Protection (AT/FP) for the European region, and he asked if he could get me on contract through my company. I had no idea what AT/FP was, nor what he needed, nor how to negotiate a government contract, but if it got me into a professional role, I’d figure it out. I said “yes” first and figured out the details later—although it was critical to figure out those details and prove that my “yes” was valid. Suddenly, I was officially an entrepreneur, and Wittenberg Weiner Consulting (or WWC, as we quickly became known) was an actual no-kidding company. In short order, WWC had half a dozen military spouses stationed overseas on staff, supporting our government customers.


Eventually, over the course of almost twenty years, WWC won the largest award ever to a woman-owned business in Special Operations Command headquarters history and became one of the largest and most successful woman-owned businesses in the industry. We had $100 million in annual revenue and over 350 employees in 2022. There we were, a firm started by and with a bunch of military spouses, working directly with the elite special operators that are colloquially known as door kickers and snake eaters. Special Operations has been mostly closed to women in anything but support roles until recently (with the notable exception of Air Force Special Operations), so a woman-owned business succeeding in the space was an anomaly, to say the least.


Government contracting (which I’ll call “GovCon” throughout the book) is a rule-heavy industry, with thousands of pages of rules around how the government buys from private industry, and even more unwritten rules about how to actually win that work and perform it successfully and compliantly.


Over the years, I have had the privilege to work with top performers in some of the most critical areas of government and business, from cabinet secretaries to admirals and generals to corporate CEOs and hugely successful entrepreneurs, and I realized that pretty much everything in life can be viewed as a type of game, with its own specific (and often unwritten) rules and expectations. While the written rules can be obvious (although not always), it is the unwritten rules that give us insight into how the game is truly played. But it is understanding the space within those written and unwritten rules that separates the abundant smart employees and the superstar change makers. It is in figuring out how to push on those rules through effective interpretation, and working the nuances, that reveals how to find your best path to success, how to differentiate yourself from everyone else, and how to break free of limiting conventions. And, once you’ve made it, it allows you to change the game for those coming up in the ranks after you so that it is fairer for all. That level of gamesmanship—the Unruly way—is what I am going to teach you in this book and what will allow you to break out to extraordinary success.


This book is structured in three parts:




	
Learn the rules: Before we can find the space within the rules, we have to fully understand those rules, both the written and unwritten ones. Part 1 will encourage and guide you to think about rules in a new way.


	
Challenge the rules: Once we understand the rules, we can really find the space within the rules to distinguish ourselves. Part 2 will show you how to push within those rules to create your authentic path to breakout success.


	
Change the rules: Sometimes, the rules stop working—for us or for the broader society. Rather than simply breaking the rules when they no longer work, part 3 will introduce you to the ways you can upend the rules and entirely change the game.





There are some examples of others who took the Unruly path, even if they didn’t call it that, that I’ll use throughout the book. These folks, most of whom I’m lucky to know and call colleagues, mentors, or friends, come from various industries—business, law, politics, the military—but all have in common a strong desire to serve something beyond themselves, a natural curiosity about the way the world works, a tireless drive to succeed, and an unwavering moral compass that centers them in their approach to life.


One of my absolute favorite Unruly role models is a military spouse named Jocelyn Benson. At thirty-five, she became the youngest-ever female dean of a top US law school, and she quite literally wrote the book on being a secretary of state. She also ran the Boston Marathon while more than eight months pregnant, raising her to legendary status. In 2012, her husband Ryan tried to vote absentee while deployed with the Army to Afghanistan but couldn’t get through administrative barriers in his home state of Michigan. Even Jocelyn’s expertise and procedural guidance didn’t ensure that Ryan could successfully vote while serving our country in a war zone.


She became the secretary of state in Michigan in 2018 and was determined to make sure that any state resident could have their vote counted while deployed in military service. She knew the voting rules better than anyone; nobody could effectively make a claim about anything voting related that wasn’t borne out by facts or law without a clear, compelling, and unemotional retort from Secretary Benson, although many kept trying. She exemplified the Unruly approach you’re going to learn. Among other changes aimed at safely and legally ensuring voting rights for eligible voters, she spearheaded a change in law to allow for more effective overseas voting for military members and their families, so that nobody from Michigan serving our country could be disenfranchised from their most basic rights.


START YOUR UNRULY JOURNEY


Plans are great. They help us organize and identify what needs to be done, and they give us a path to follow and the means to create a way that leads to something we want. But I have to tell you, so much more success comes from putting one foot in front of the other and banking success through one introduction, one chance meeting, one “yes,” one decision at a time, with a whole lot of hard work in between. Figuring out how to capitalize on the luck you’re presented—when most people don’t even recognize it as an opportunity—is often more important than the best-laid plans. At any point in my professional journey, if you had asked me where I would be in five years, I would have gotten it wrong by an order of magnitude, by always underestimating where I was going. Keeping optionality rather than rigidly following a strategic plan has always gotten me further than I could have ever dreamed.


Throughout the book, I’ll distinguish between what I call “baseline success” and “breakout success.” There are plenty of people who attain a modicum of success by playing entirely within the rules and never pushing boundaries. There is nothing wrong with this baseline success, if that’s what you want. It affords some significant perks, honestly—less success, to be sure, but also less stress and a far better balance of other aspects in your life. Breakout success, on the other hand, leads you away from the pack to a different level of success. You can define breakout success for yourself—and your idea may look very different than mine—but it is a distinctly different level of success than you’d find by just diligently following the rules.


It takes knowing how to capitalize on the right opportunities in ways that others can’t or won’t to find that breakout success. At its core, the Unruly way helps you navigate this path and find those opportunities to break away from the pack. And while most of this book focuses on an Unruly professional journey, the rules can and should be applied to other aspects of your life—your role as a parent, as a caregiver, as a spouse, as a friend, as a volunteer. My Unruly professional path has taken me from psychology to policy to business and to the military space. My Unruly personal path has had me navigating aging parents and children, along with my own personal needs, and trying to sustain an enduring marriage and give back to my community in meaningful ways. This book shares what I’ve learned about maximizing the gifts in the gray areas of the rules and guidelines that I’ve collected from all those disciplines. In following the Unruly path, you can connect your own dots and put your authentic greatness to work.









Part 1


LEARN THE RULES


It’s not wise to violate rules until you know how to observe them.


—T. S. Eliot









1


I’M JUST A BILL


Let’s get Unruly!


Not so fast. I know you want to push the boundaries of the rules right away, but being Unruly starts with truly and fully understanding the rules, what they mean, and the actual constraints those rules place upon you. You cannot safely push on the rules until you fully know them. Following the rules does matter, and not just because of the legal and other consequences that can come from breaking the rules. The rules are part of the social contract that we all enter into as part of society, and only when the vast majority of us buy into and follow those basic rules do we have a functioning society.


The rules draw a box around the moral, legal, and ethical actions we can take as we navigate our way in the world. But that box may be a bit more like an M. C. Escher work than a four-sided right-angled shape; the lines may be wavy, and the box may be multidimensional rather than just a standard cube. And successfully navigating your way through the rules can be disorienting. The rules can be actual governmental laws or regulations, but they can also be rules from your employer or your kids’ school. They can be written or unwritten, and they can have very different consequences for violations.
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