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What People Are Saying About Marty Strong Be Different


Be Different is Marty Strong’s third treatise on leadership. This work completes his high impact trinity of successful books on leadership, strategy, and innovation. When I read Marty’s first book, Be Nimble, I found myself not only nodding my head in agreement with his concepts but was eager to immediately put his wisdom into motion within my company. I got to know Marty personally over time; he even appeared several times as a guest on my Elevate Your Leadership podcast. I’ve benefitted as a CEO from his generous mentorship and insightful business wisdom. In early 2023, it was with high expectations that I ordered Be Visionary, Marty’s second book. When I began to read this second book on vision and strategy, I was once again energized by Marty’s straightforward, conversational, and often funny narratives, relating what he learned after 20 years in the SEAL Teams, and twenty-plus years leading commercial businesses. Be Different reminds me of the creativity and innovation I witnessed in my 26 years as a Navy Special Operations Bomb Technician, a profession where we always had to get it right. Challenging the status quo is a necessary part of evolution in business and in life. Be Different provides the reader with the methods and tools to defuse their “business bombs” and advance their creative initiatives in an unconventional and innovative manner.


Robert Pizzini


US Navy Special Operations Veteran, CEO, and Best-Selling Author of Elevate Your Leadership


Marty Strong leads, trains, and engages like a commander focused on the horizon, the objective, and the welfare of his people. When I read Be Nimble, followed by Be Visionary, I thought I was back in the military training senior commanders how to think not only tactically but strategically. To exercise judgment, and to lead. Marty writes in such a way that you see his experience unfold right in front of you, here and now, communicated in such a careful narrative manner you can easily absorb his insights and make them your own. Marty’s skills, passion, and empathy for others are a gift. I read his works and understand why those who were trained by him and served with him in the military and in corporate business have remained close to him ever since, friends for life. I encourage and invite everyone to join the ranks and become inspired by reading Marty’s door-opening books.


Michael Steiner


Executive Director


BEST Robotics, Inc.


Be Different is not written from a point of recklessness and disregard for habits, incrementalism, and rules—quite the opposite. This book is constantly treading between following, bending, ignoring, and making new rules, between baby steps and wild leaps. And the five steps to change ourselves into thinking differently attest to Marty’s focus on balance: a self-inventory on what is blocking us; self-discipline; self-awareness; self-esteem; and self-lessness. If you think you are too unconventional or insufficiently creative, Be Different will still give you practical help in leading an innovative self, teams, and organizations.


Marco Dondi


Successful Author and Expert Associate Partner, McKinsey & Company, Geneva, Switzerland
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Preface


Disruption Is the Law of the Universe


In the late 1980s, the catchall label assigned to describe elite units across all the military services was changed from Unconventional Warfare to Special Operations. The newly formed US Special Operations Command took a step further, creating five separate and unique special operations performance areas. At the time it seemed logical, but after years of experience in institutional design and human performance, I realize this organizational effort was a mistake. It was a corporate move, a move to become more efficient, to establish tighter control; and while well-intentioned, it was probably a miscalculation. Being unconventional was a mindset, not a mission category. It was the core operating system that made these famous elite units effective, agile, and feared. It was this mindset that set us apart. We were different, but in a good way, a Jedi knight sort of way. We were tasked with doing weird things; out-of-the-box things; the things conventional units, and more to the point, conventional thinking, couldn’t solve. Being organized is critical to the health and welfare of any organization, but understanding the role divergent thinking, creativity, and freedom of design play in an organization’s success is also essential.


Be Different: How Navy SEALs and Entrepreneurs Bend, Break, or Ignore the Rules to Get Results! is all about unconventional thinking. This book focuses on the application of thinking differently, acting differently, and applying this refreshing and enlightening methodology to succeed, to win, whatever winning means for you or your organization. Come with me on this quest to discover just how easy it is to be creative, to be innovative, to make a difference, to change the world!


Be different, stay different!


Marty Strong




Foreword


In my almost 15 years at McKinsey, now leading McKinsey’s research and several programs related to skills, I am fully convinced that what a person knows or how capable a person is have diminishing importance compared to how they think and behave. Once existing Artificial Intelligence is adopted at scale, most of the work left will be non-routine. Addressing climate change will require unleashing a giant wave of innovation and rapid adoption of new technologies. In Be Different, Marty helps us develop one of the most important mindsets in this age where we are in dire need of innovation: unconventional thinking.


What brought an unconventional McKinsey consultant authoring Outgrowing Capitalism to cross paths with a Navy SEAL turned serial entrepreneur and author? We met in the boardroom of BEST Robotics, Inc., a volunteer-based organization that develops creativity in tens of thousands of kids every year, and under Marty’s leadership is now trying to develop creativity in adults as well. But Marty’s bond with creativity is rooted much earlier from his time commanding Navy SEAL missions and developing the unconventional mindset in himself, in others, and more importantly, codifying the recipe for us into this book.


I have been fascinated by Marty’s stories and how he translates the learning from these extreme situations into simple but non-obvious tips that can help us, and our organizations, unleash innovative mindsets and practices. What is obvious is the root cause of the problem, which Marty captures very well: “it’s a significant emotional breakthrough to admit there is a problem; and that addiction is adherence to silly rules, outdated procedures, defunct processes, flawed systems, and worn-out traditions.”


Among my favorite parts of Be Different is the process to overcome this problem and unlock unconventional thinking. The first step is intellectual humility: I was once given the feedback of suffering from “expert-itis” and this first step therefore particularly resonates with me. Without humility we can’t let in insights that are far from what we already know. The second step: intellectual curiosity. If humility allows the open mind, then curiosity can lead to the exploration of new ideas, the ability to go much further than “been there, done that.” Only as a third step comes intellectual creativity, which although easier at a young age, Marty explains throughout the book how to unlock it again at any age.


But along the journey to unlock non-incremental innovation in people and organization, Marty dispenses deep reflections and suggestions that will stay with you. He brings an interesting parallel between tight-knit communities and how colleagues should behave with each other. Colleagues spend much of their time with each other but for some reason do not display the same level of care and genuine intention to help each other that tight-knit communities do. Consequently, we often lack a safe space for the crazy ideas to be voiced and for non-incremental change to be embraced.


His military stories lead into another of his most valuable analogies: to think about transformations, innovations, change initiatives and new ventures as if they were a mission. You start with creativity and unconventional thinking but then proceed with precise planning and readiness to improvise as things play out differently than can be anticipated.


Be Different is not written from a point of recklessness and disregard for habits, incrementalism, and rules—quite the opposite. This book is constantly treading between following, bending, ignoring, and making new rules, between baby steps and wild leaps. And the five steps to change ourselves into thinking differently attest to Marty’s focus on balance: a self-inventory on what is blocking us; self-discipline; self-awareness; self-esteem; and self-lessness. If you think you are too unconventional or insufficiently creative, Be Different will still give you practical help in leading an innovative self, teams, and organizations.


Marco Dondi


Successful Author and Expert Associate Partner, McKinsey & Company, Geneva, Switzerland
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Chapter One


Introduction


The mind, once stretched by a new idea, never returns to its original dimensions.


Ralph Waldo Emerson


My father was a self-taught artist, painter, and musician. As a depression-era farm boy, he started sketching the barns, animals, and landscape around him using a piece of coal. After my grandfather was killed in a tragic tractor accident, my grandmother sold the farm and moved her five children into the city. There, my father continued to follow his muse, sketching factories, cityscapes, and any old jumble of industrial still life.


For a canvas, he used old, roll-down window shades poached from abandoned buildings. The shades were made of a stiff material called Holland linen. He’d straighten them, using strips of wood as a frame, making it easier for his charcoal lump to glide across the smooth light-yellow surface. Somewhere in his early teens, he took up the harmonica. That led to accordions, pianos, and guitars. He never learned to read music; yet he was masterful with each instrument.


My father wasn’t a touchy feely sort of man. He was quiet to the extreme. Self-absorbed in his work, his art, and his music. In a time when children were required to ask permission before speaking, it made for a strange relationship. When I was in second grade, there was a school talent show. I came home excited to participate, but keenly aware I had no talent to show. While listening to my mother rattle off options, my father walked into the kitchen and said, “You’ll play the guitar and sing a song.”


I looked at my stone-faced father, dumbfounded and confused on several levels. I didn’t know how to play anything, and I couldn’t sing. What’s more, my father never involved himself in my life in a positive way. My mother’s face was also in a state of shock, and I just sat there like a lump. Over the next six weeks my father taught me to play one song on his acoustic guitar. “Beautiful Brown Eyes.” He wrote down the words, too, told me to memorize them and practice singing while playing.


My father was a country music fan and thought it would be easier to play the guitar using a bar. This was a solid steel device approximately three inches long and an inch wide. It was flat on one side; this side was placed on the strings. You slid the bar up and down the neck of the guitar to change the chords; it worked. I was able to play the music and sing the song. I was ready on game day.


All I remember from that day was failure and embarrassment. I walked onto the stage and sat down on a chair placed at the edge of the stage. I looked up at the crowd of over 50 parents and kids, and took a deep breath and began to channel my inner Elvis. About a quarter way through the song, my hands sweaty from anxiety, the bar squirted from my hand, bounced once, and disappeared into a rectangular slot on the edge of the stage. Gone. I froze. Without the bar, I couldn’t finish. I started to freak out, then to cry. A teacher walked over and guided me off the stage. I’ve never learned to play an instrument to this day.


Art was another experience all together. From an early age I remember sitting quietly watching my father sketch his concepts on white canvas. No more charcoal—he had a full painter’s kit, multiple easels, palette boards, brushes, and oil paint arrayed like colorful soldiers, ready to play their part. For some reason it all made perfect sense to me. The process, the preparation, the attention to concept first, then the minute details. I think my father understood this, because after a while he began to teach me. First the concepts of light, shape, color, and texture. He was an avid user of palette knives, creating a three-dimensional aspect to his work.


The next phase in my development was learning how to sketch. My father explained how to use shapes like circles, ovals, squares, and rectangles, to create the conceptual outlines of almost anything. Using this trick, I could draw still lifes, faces, and eventually anything that I fancied. This period of interaction and learning was cut short when he accepted a job with the US Army in Saigon, Vietnam. He was gone for almost four years; but I had the bug bad, so I continued to draw and develop as an artist without his tutelage.


My father’s interaction with me in those first ten years of my life were less training, coaching, and mentoring than it was a silent parental challenge to try and not quit. My father never shared his opinion of me as a kid, and in fact only told me he was proud of me twice before he passed at the age of 76. The first time was in a bar in Detroit. I was home from Army parachute school at Fort Benning, Georgia, after graduating the Navy’s BUD/S, or basic SEAL training course. After I explained that I was a Navy frogman, he smiled and nodded, took a sip of his Old Grandad and soda, then said, “That’s impressive. We carried those guys on my destroyer during Korea.”


The second time my father provided a positive critique was after he’d binge read my first novel. He was a big-time lover of books and reading in general, so I think in his eyes I’d moved from his kid to a whole new level of adult. He left us soon after telling me how much he loved the book, and never got to read the next ten I wrote. I like to think he would have approved of them all.


I don’t remember when I decided to become a writer, but I can remember that by the time I was 11 I was receiving praise for my imaginative storytelling. As with most things, praise meant positive attention, so I started writing more and more. At this stage in my life, I was drawing Marvel comic book heroes in minute and accurate detail and writing a journal. Every writing assignment in school was a chance to shine, and I poured my heart into the task. By the time I joined the Navy at 17, I was sure those days were behind me. I was wrong.


Writing on the Job


Military writing is not filled with flowery prose, exotic words, or passionate themes. It is stilted and bland. Military writing falls into several categories of boring. There are plans, lists, orders, and reports. The language is screened, scrubbed, reviewed, and agonized over by the entire chain of command. By the time I was 19 and working as an enlisted frogman assigned to SEAL Team Two, I’d demonstrated several skills useful to SEAL officers.


In those days, briefings were presented on four-foot-by-three-foot pads of paper hung from an easel. If you could draw a straight line and had nice calligraphy, you were hired to transfer the plans from a yellow legal pad to the larger display. If you could draw or recreate maps and terrain features, you would have a special power unrelated to the commando job. Once I was found out, I never escaped this task in one way or another for the rest of my Navy career.


The positive side effect of drawing and transcribing mission language was I spent a lot of time watching and listening to the SEAL mission planners do their thing. Most of them were multi-tour Vietnam combat veterans and smart. As time went on, I became adept at seeing things. I occasionally began to toss out an insight here or an idea there. For a few years my comments would elicit an amused smile or a stern glance. Eventually my thoughts began to be received differently. I was still a junior enlisted SEAL, but I had a knack for conceptualizing missions; and the more I learned, the more my inputs were accepted at face value.


I’m telling you this because one form of creativity blended and merged into another form of creative thinking until the three (drawing, writing, and planning) became as easy as walking down the street for me. It was around this time, after six years in the SEAL Teams, that senior leaders began talking to me about becoming an officer. I didn’t have a degree yet, a prerequisite in the Navy before becoming an officer. I spent the next two years finishing two years of courses and then transferred from SEAL Team Two in Virginia Beach, Virginia, to Coronado, California, to instruct the basis SEAL course.


Officer Bound


I finished my degree two years after arriving in California and was selected for officer candidate school in Newport, Rhode Island. At BUD/s and in my studies in college, the writing was as stilted as ever. My business degree didn’t require poetry or character development. Neither did the curriculum I wrote while an instructor at BUD/S. After graduating from officer candidate school, I was ordered to SEAL Team Four in Virginia Beach. I was a known entity on the East Coast, and soon I was sucked into high-level contingency planning and eventually briefing the plans to generals and admirals. Not much different from my days at SEAL Team Two.


I began to hit my stride, and became a creative planner and thinker. I’ve shared my experiences on significant military projects and will share more with you in this book. It was heady stuff. I was punching several levels above my rank; but the funny thing was, I was doing so due to a lack of inspired competition. It wasn’t anyone’s fault; it was that they were products of their conditioning growing up and, more specifically, in the Navy. Risk aversion related to career strategies muted many officers who were senior to me. So did a lack of conceptual creativity in general. They were thinking in two dimensions while I was thinking and planning in three or more.


Now, to be fair I wasn’t the only officer like me, but the numbers were small. A lack of training in planning, real planning, mission impossible type planning, was a culprit, too. Little to no mentoring in how to conceive a problem set and work out all the angles was another contributing factor. Since those days, this shortfall has been addressed, and SEAL leaders and senior enlisted advisors are taught how to think and plan divergently. As I came to the end of my 20 years in the Navy, I took with me all the lessons learned from my experiences in creative planning and leadership.


Creativity in the Commercial World


When I took off my uniform for the last time, I assumed I had something to offer as I entered the commercial marketplace. I had a degree in business and a graduate degree in management, was a seasoned leader and knew how to handle stress. As a 20-year military veteran, I assumed creative thinking was an everyday activity in the commercial world. I was wrong. I was also wrong about my value, at least initially.


I began my new career a bit fearful and humbled by what I didn’t know. I realized I needed to become an apprentice, and look, listen, and learn. I’d gone from the top of one game to the bottom of another, and it wasn’t pleasant. Creativity wasn’t the name of the game, flexibility and adaptability was. My willingness to fight through this period of my life and not quit, to force myself to become a student and learn, and my capacity for stress management were the differentiators that allowed me to survive. After two years, only six of my original class of 41 financial advisors were still in the business. In the end I was different because I survived, not because I was better.


After eight years managing money, I realized that old conceptual thinking skills were alive and well in me. I was a good money manager, and even better than average when the markets and the economy became turbulent. My clients appreciated my poise and my long-term view. Near the end of this career, I was pulled back into an old role. During the Global War on Terror, I shifted away from the financial industry and became first a counter-terrorism consultant and then an executive at a defense contracting firm. It was this last career move that finally allowed me to leverage all my experience, education, failures, and successes.


Becoming an Entrepreneur


For the last 15 years, I’ve been a student in a different sort of school. Building and leading departments, divisions, and companies is exhilarating and terrifying. Both rewarding and debilitating. I learned to be open to all information and to never ever rest on my laurels. I eventually found myself studying extremely sharp business leaders, and at the same time responsible for coaching and mentoring my leadership team. This teacher-student workstyle made sense at the time, and it still does. Being different isn’t about being the best at the expense of others’ well-being and professional progress. Being different is so much more!


For most of you I suggest taking this path. Teaching is its own reward; and if you lift up your leaders, they in turn will lift up their teams. Practice intellectual and professional humility by playing the student. Learn everything you can about things you don’t know. Seek mentors and champions to emulate and listen to. Being different is a continuum of lifelong risk taking and discovery. It never ends, and that’s why being different is so much fun!


Becoming a Speaker and Author


I always loved reading, and as a young boy began to experiment with writing, too. It was in middle school that I realized writing was not only fun, but also a way to get my thoughts onto a piece of paper. If you love to read books, then you have a deep appreciation and respect for authors. My dad taught me that words reflected thoughts and ideas and, once captured, could last for thousands of years. To me, books represented a time capsule; and if I could write one, I would live on forever.


Of course, juvenile dreams are fleeting. I soon wanted to be a lead guitar player in a rock band but that never happened. Writing in high school was less challenging, but just barely. My teachers issued assignments that were aimed at the median skill level in the class. I didn’t have a problem with passing, but I did decide to exceed the requirements on a regular basis. My writing style was logical and tight. My teachers were happy, and therefore I received a lot of positive reinforcement.


In my last two years of school, I took almost exclusively college preparatory courses. My critical thinking and writing skills were sufficient to get a B if I wanted to slack off. I didn’t. Instead, I took the challenge head-on and worked harder to write better. At this point, my teachers were telling me I had the makings of lawyer and that my parents should consider sending me to law school after college. I wasn’t sure what a lawyer did, but the praise was flattering, nonetheless. What the teachers didn’t know was that despite my 4.0 grade point average throughout high school, my dad had already told me he wasn’t paying for college. End of discussion.


Fast forward to my later Naval career, working on thought projects and seeking inspiration about the future of the SEAL Teams. I watched and learned from seasoned thinkers and writers. Professionals who knew how to influence people and events through their skill with words. I noticed there were few who were both adept at writing and public speaking. I became a student and strived to achieve success in both categories.


When I decided to write my first novel some 20 years later, it felt daunting. Despite my experience with the written word, becoming a novelist was not intuitive or easy. I was too structured, a hangover from technical writing for over 30 years. I didn’t know how to develop a story arc or compelling characters. I didn’t know how to make dialogue between characters sound natural. Heck, I didn’t know how to write dialogue at all. I wanted it so bad that I started reading everything I could find on the subject. In time, I began to experiment and learn. It came slow, painfully slow.


The epiphany hit me one day while I was trying to write a chapter of my first novel, a science fiction story focused on time travel. I was writing, editing, writing, and editing. Frustrated, I decided to take a break for a week or so. When I came back to the project, I decided to ignore the editing and just write, and that’s when the magic happened. I couldn’t stop. I found out later this was called stream of consciousness writing. Letting the story and the characters flow naturally without edits or inspection. And that was that. I became a writer.


Nine novels and two business books later (Be Different is number three), it’s hard to believe I struggled so mightily in the beginning, but I did. Having faith, being open-minded, and letting the creative juices take control was the solution. As you’ll see in this book, I believe it’s the solution for a lot of creative endeavors.


Creativity Is a Journey


This is a book about applied creativity. How dreaming, visualizing, conceptualizing, and converting these musings into a new method, a new path, can change the world and your life. It is my opinion that institutions of all types have done us a disservice by conditioning us to think and act the same. Not for nefarious reasons, just because it’s easier to make us all dance to the same intellectual tune—less discord, less confusion. So we grow up and grow old, accepting things the way they are, based predominantly on the past. This is why change is so hard for most of us. Change feels like rebellion.


I believe in physical barriers and controls, through lawful means, for the purpose of public health, safety, and restraining crime. In fact, I feel most rules, regulations, and compliance are well intended. However, I strongly feel our history of continuous external conditioning—teaching and cajoling us how to think, what to think—is a significant reason we all struggle to use our minds the way they are designed to be used. It is a reason we shy away from change and see alteration as a threat.


Learning to strip away this conditioning, to become honest and open-minded, is a positive behavior that will set you on a journey of creativity and innovative discovery. I will explore this with you and provide examples that illustrate how conditioning inhibits understanding and imagination, and what happens when we learn to embrace the wonder and inspiring power of the human mind.


We will transition from understanding what we are up against to grasping how we can leverage inspiration and imagination in life and in our work. The world is an incredibly diverse and fantastic place. However, we spend most of our lives ignorant of much of this due to distance, boundaries, personal resources, and, yes, conditioning in the form of culture, traditions, and fear of what is different. It’s time to embrace different, to feel different, to be different.


My journey from failed musician at the talent show to published author and CEO is but one of millions of similar journeys that others have taken to learn about themselves, their environment, and the power of their minds. My hope is that you patiently read through my thesis and step away more aware and more motivated to reignite your personal creativity. I’m convinced inspiration and imagination can make our planet a more interesting and enlightened place for all of us. Enjoy!




Chapter Two


Stability Is an Illusion


Stability can only be attained by inactive matter.


Marie Curie


I grew up watching old World War Two movies with my dad. Most were black and white and most followed a similar patriotic story arc. By the late 1950s and early 1960s, a new variation in the tried-and-true hero-wins-every-time story appeared. This twist involved misfits, even criminals. This new story arc went like this—a conventional force, led by conventional leaders, was faced with an unconventional challenge. The challenge encountered also was strategically or operationally critical to victory, however victory was defined.


To the alarm and dismay of many officers and senior enlisted leaders, a special unit was created to handle the challenge. A suicide squad for a suicide mission. Expendable to be sure, even more so because the special unit was going to be led by and filled with—you guessed it—losers. Sounds counterintuitive, right? Wouldn’t you send your best and brightest? Well maybe not, especially if your best and brightest were traditionalists, conformists, and individuals, incapable of nonlinear thinking. That’s where being an enigma comes in handy.


The Devil’s Brigade, The Dirty Dozen, Kelly’s Heroes, and many more of these deviant-themed war movies were produced and, surprisingly, were highly successful. The idea was simple. Unconventional thinkers, dreamers, geniuses, creatives, and people with overactive imaginations were pariahs in the strict control structure of the US military in the early part of the twentieth century. No wonder they were always in trouble or, worse, in jail. And no wonder their characters were able to come up with insane plans that succeeded in crushing the unconventional challenge. It wasn’t until the 1980s before special operations units were truly allowed to thrive and become a permanent part of the US military. Before that, they were disposed of as fast as they were created.


The Case for Instability


When I was 11 years old, my family moved to Japan. At the time I was quite happy living a simple American life in Omaha, Nebraska. It was where all my friends lived. My grandma, uncles, aunts, and cousins were only an hour away in Sioux City, Iowa. Life was good. Moving to Japan was a shock, especially for my mom; she never recovered. Four years later, my parents were divorced and my sister, brother, and I were back in Omaha. Life would take another turn for the worse, as before long, my mom sank into depression, alcoholism, and mental illness.
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