

[image: cover]




[image: imgtitle.jpg]




 


Copyright © 2026 by Matthew Liotta.


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without prior written consent of the author, except as provided by the United States of America copyright law.


Published by Advantage Books, Charleston, South Carolina.


An imprint of Advantage Media.


ADVANTAGE is a registered trademark, and the Advantage colophon is a trademark of Advantage Media Group, Inc.


Printed in the United States of America.


10   9   8   7   6   5   4   3   2   1


ISBN: 979-8-89188-307-9 (Hardcover)


ISBN: 979-8-89188-308-6 (eBook)


Library of Congress Control Number: 2026900884


Book design by Ruthie Wood.


This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering legal, accounting, or other professional services. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the services of a competent professional person should be sought.


Advantage Books is an imprint of Advantage Media Group. Advantage Media helps busy entrepreneurs, CEOs, and leaders write and publish a book to grow their business and become the authority in their field. Advantage authors comprise an exclusive community of industry professionals, idea-makers, and thought leaders. For more information go to advantagemedia.com.


02-04-2026 8:59




 


FOREWORD


by Phil Michaels


Jeff Hoffman, a founding member of Priceline once told me a story about a business owner who sold TV mounts. When asked why customers chose his product over competitors’, the owner listed three reasons:


1. It was easy to mount on a wall.


2. It was easy to move to another room.


3. It was made of airplane-grade steel.


When pressed on which reason mattered most, he admitted he didn’t know. So, Jeff and the business owner went to the store together to ask real customers. Over and over, the answer came back the same: “If this mount is made of steel strong enough for an airplane, then it’s strong enough to hold my expensive new TV.”


With that insight, the company stripped away every other marketing message and focused only on the differentiator: made of airplane-grade steel. Sales rose by more than 30 percent from that single change.


The lesson is clear: Being better isn’t enough. Being different is what wins. And that’s exactly what this book is about. It reminds me of the saying, “Don’t be the best. Be the only.”


Different Is Better takes that principle and applies it to leadership, culture, and innovation.


Everyone talks about loyalty in business. Rarely does anyone admit the truth: It’s mostly a myth. And clinging to that myth doesn’t build stronger companies; it destroys trust. Deep down, many leaders know this, but few are willing to say it out loud.


The same goes for systems. The real test of leadership isn’t how much you can juggle in a given day—it’s what happens when you’re not around. If your company can’t pass the “vacation test,” you don’t have a business; you have a bottleneck. Yet too many leaders grind on, convincing themselves that being indispensable is the same thing as being effective.


And even when leaders innovate, they often stop short. In today’s world, every competitor is innovating. What separates the companies that survive from those that dominate is something deeper: meta-innovation—the discipline of constantly reimagining how you innovate. It’s the difference between chasing trends and creating them.


These truths aren’t easy to admit, much less to act on. That’s where Matt comes in. He doesn’t just name the hard truths; he shows you how to lead through them.


I’m not here to flatter Matt Liotta. I’m here to warn you: This book will make it almost impossible to keep leading the way you did yesterday.


I worked with Matt on Volato, where I watched him up close in the hard moments—when the winds shifted, when plans broke down mid-flight, when the easy answer was “push harder” and the right answer was “change the plan.” What struck me wasn’t Matt’s taste for risk; it was his relentless commitment to outcomes over optics.


Two things always stood out to me about Matt: He refused to do things the way everyone else did, and he was intentional about everything he did.


If you read nothing else in these pages, read the moment that crystallized his philosophy: No one is coming. Not to rescue your plan. Not to carry your load. Not to do the thinking for you. Accept that, and you stop waiting; you start leading. You build culture on clarity instead of clichés. You design systems that work in reality, not in a deck. You move from wishful management to engineered leadership.


Different Is Better isn’t another recycled framework. It’s an engineer’s field manual for modern leadership—practical, tested, and ready to apply today:


• Design backward from outcomes: Start where most books end. Define the results that actually matter—enduring growth, a trusted team, a durable business—and work in reverse. Don’t mistake a calendar milestone or a quarterly target for the mission. Destinations are dates; outcomes are legacies.


• Break the myth of loyalty: Leaders say they want loyalty; what they actually need are commitment, reliability, and accountability, and you don’t get those by wishing for 1995 to come back. You get them by building cultures where honesty is rewarded and systems make the right behavior the easy behavior.


• Stop optimizing obsolete systems: When the map no longer matches the territory, doing the old thing better doesn’t work. The job is not incremental polish; it’s a first principles redesign. Matt shows you how to spot when it’s time to stop improving and start replacing.


Matt doesn’t preach this from a podium; he proves it with stories you won’t forget. You’ll see a botched landing become a master class in crisis thinking and course correction. You’ll see how an engineer’s mindset turns sacred cows into steak—literally, in a brisket chapter that will delight pitmasters and business leaders alike, showing how precision and tradition can coexist when you optimize for outcomes instead of rituals.


You’ll also see why the title matters. Competing to be “better” is exhausting and forgettable. Competing by being different makes rivals irrelevant. Whether it’s reimagining agriculture by offering chefs something they didn’t even know they wanted or rethinking the travel experience by redesigning the journey instead of the TSA line, the playbook is the same: Change the terms of the game, and you change your odds of winning.


If you lead a team, a business, or a family, here’s what you’ll take away:


• A new default: When conditions change, you don’t double down on the plan; you double down on the outcome.


• A cleaner lens: You’ll stop confusing tenure with trust and motion with progress. You’ll design for the behaviors you want instead of longing for the ones you remember.


• A real playbook: You’ll receive four simple steps—question assumptions, define the real problem, redesign from first principles, and test and iterate.


Let me make this personal. At Volato, I saw what happens when you lead with this philosophy: Meetings get shorter, decisions get faster, candor gets safer, and execution gets cleaner. People stop trying to appear right and start working to get it right. That shift is the competitive advantage most companies are begging for and few dare to engineer.


As someone who has built a global company, Tembo Education, across seven countries and five languages and who has coached CEOs from Harvard and MIT, I’ve seen countless leaders chase trends, copy best practices, or imitate others. Matt shows a better way: The world doesn’t need another second-rate version of someone else’s leadership style. It needs a first-rate version of you.


Read this book if you’re tired of performing leadership and ready to lead in your own new, innovative way. Read it if you’ve ever felt the nagging sense that doing more of the same, a little bit better, will never produce a different future. Read it if you’re ready to trade a familiar destination for a worthwhile outcome.


Be warned: You may close this book with fewer excuses and more responsibility than you started with. That’s a good trade. This book is an invitation and a challenge. Read it, and you’ll question old assumptions. Try the exercises, and you’ll sharpen your systems. Reflect on Matt’s stories, and you’ll find the courage to stop imitating and start innovating.


Different isn’t just better for business. It’s better for people. Most leadership books teach you how to walk in someone else’s shoes. Different Is Better helps you lace up your own. That’s exactly what the world needs. Turn the page and start leading like an engineer in a world that won’t stop changing.


—


Phil Michaels


Forbes 30 Under 30 Entrepreneur


CEO of Tembo Education


Performance Coach at MIT




 


INTRODUCTION


How I Got Here


The TL;DR on Modern Leadership


Leaders spend their workdays surrounded by other people. In a busy boardroom, they sit at the head of the table with their management team, listening to ideas and making decisions. On the floor, they walk and talk with their frontline staff, ensuring operations flow smoothly. At recruiting events, they glad-hand with eager jobseekers, building connections with new talent for their organization. Their calendars are packed, booked back-to-back with meetings, interviews, and speaking events. In their organizations, everyone looks to them for the next move. A leader’s work is other people.


Being a leader can feel suffocating. My name is Matt Liotta, and I know this because I am a leader. I wasn’t always a good one. It took me a lot of heartbreak and stress to figure that out. Throughout my career, I started and grew many successful enterprises, but when it came to leadership, I always felt like I was failing.


In 2016, I founded Agrify, an agricultural technology company specializing in controlled environment agriculture solutions. Prior to that, I held leadership positions in several Silicon Valley–backed start-ups that infused technology into various industries, from pharma to finance. During my time in each of these roles, I felt the immense weight of my responsibility to my people. This made everyday work a painful task that sometimes felt impossible.


In 1972, famed broadcaster Studs Terkel wrote the book Working. In it, Terkel sets out to understand how everyday people think and feel about their work. Through interviews with parking attendants, business executives, and newspaper boys, he lays out how our jobs, difficult as they may be, can give us meaning. He writes, “[Work] is about a search, too, for daily meaning as well as daily bread, for recognition as well as cash, for astonishment rather than torpor; in short, for a life rather than a Monday through Friday sort of dying.”


That’s what I was feeling as a leader. I had lost my search for meaning, and in turn, work became a meaningless chore.


At work, I would sometimes let my emotions, particularly frustration, drive how I responded to people. The burden of being a leader weighed on me, and I took that pressure out on my people. It didn’t feel good to them, and it certainly didn’t feel good to me. Despite this, the companies I led were successful, and more leadership opportunities were served up to me. And still, being a leader felt wrong. Something wasn’t working inside me. In moments like these, most people might seek traditional therapy or meditation. These are options I wholeheartedly endorse. But I craved a different path. So, I became a pilot.


As an engineer, I approach problems differently. I work backward from a goal and identify a solution that works with reality rather than against it. In this case, my problem was that I acted badly under heightened stress when leading my people. My solution was to find something that would train me to keep a calm mind in times of stress. It could have been judo or stock car driving, but I chose flying. And really, what’s not to love about soaring ten thousand feet above the ground?


There is danger up in the atmosphere, though, and pilots must be vigilant against a whole host of problems. Air pressure changes, weather patterns, and faulty equipment can each lead to catastrophe. This is when the training kicks in. Pilots are taught to override their instincts in crisis situations. When everything inside you screams “pull up,” sometimes the correct response is to do the exact opposite. This systematic approach to emotional control was exactly what I needed—not just in aviation but also in leadership. And once up in the air, I realized that the only things I could rely on were myself and what I’d learned in my flight training.


You may be thinking, Wait, isn’t this a business book? Why is this guy going on about getting his pilot’s license? It’s because a particular moment from early in my flying days was transformational for me as a business leader. I’ll tell you the story in just a bit, but know that I’m talking about a radical change in my perspective. I felt every challenge, problem, and doubt I had about leadership crystallize into one thought: No one is coming.


That’s right. No one is coming to save your project. Nor to carry your weight. Nor to finish the work. You may feel lonely as a leader. That comes with the job. You are flying the plane of your team, your organization, or your business. No one is coming to pilot it for you.


I realized I was waiting for the perfect solution to my leadership problems to fly into my life, but I was the answer all along. Once you accept that truth—and really stop waiting—you begin to lead like yourself. You develop empathy for your people because you’re listening to their needs. You adapt quickly to sudden changes because you can see through the clouds of uncertainty and communicate better with your team. You know deep down what your organization needs because you trust your ability to anticipate the winds of change, and that authenticity pays dividends in your organization.


What’s Changed About Work


Leaders are asked to do a lot: hire new staff, strategize the next quarter, and plan for the next big thing. Too often, their day-to-day work has to shift at a moment’s notice, and they’re expected to know the answer to any question the world may throw at them. Today, leaders have to run organizations in a world that changes every day. But the lessons, guidebooks, and leadership plans they learned come from a different era. So, let’s talk about it plainly: When it comes to leadership, how has the context changed?


• Workforce demographics have transformed: Here’s what changed: We’ve got four generations working together now. Boomers built careers expecting loyalty and stability: Work for thirty years, get a pension, retire with a gold watch. Gen X learned to be self-reliant when companies started breaking those promises in the ’90s. Millennials want a clear purpose, and they’ll leave if the work doesn’t mean something. Gen Z demands flexibility; they grew up digitally and expect work to fit their lives, not the other way around. Four generations, four completely different deals with work. But most leaders are still managing like it’s 1995. Of course, I’m oversimplifying, but the point is that our multigenerational workforce requires a different approach to leadership.


• Career longevity versus company tenure has inverted: We now work longer careers, often forty-plus years! But today, workers are more apt to change jobs when something doesn’t meet their standards. Leaders then struggle to fill the roles left behind because they’re following a recruitment plan that’s older than their most junior employees. When workers’ careers spanned thirty years and were typically spent at one or two companies, leadership approaches built on long-term stability made sense. Today, the math of loyalty simply doesn’t compute.


• Information access has democratized power: Leaders used to have all the information. Not anymore. Your customer service rep knows more about what customers actually want than your quarterly survey does. Your engineers see problems before they hit your dashboard. Your sales team knows which competitors are winning deals and why. That information advantage you built your authority on? It’s gone. The question isn’t whether you have the best data; it’s whether you’re listening to the people who do.


This democratization of information has also shaped today’s job hunting. Platforms such as Glassdoor and LinkedIn give employees a place to speak freely about company values, compensation, and benefits. Savvy candidates use this information to make their job search decisions. When it comes to info, leaders have to accept they don’t have all the pieces. Leadership models that assume an information monopoly at the top are doomed to fail.


• Organizational structures have evolved beyond traditional hierarchies: Remote work, cross-functional teams, matrix reporting relationships, and flatter organizational structures mean that command-and-control leadership increasingly misses the mark. That slipping of control has sparked the national debate about “return to work.” Many of the companies I’ve started have been 100 percent remote from day one. From my perspective, remote work is here to stay.


And really, why not? Employees are not only happier when they have the option to work wherever suits them, but they are also more productive. To achieve high results, it’s my job to encourage a culture of trust that supports every employee. And who knows what the remote work of tomorrow will be? Every day, new companies forge new organizational structures made possible through new technologies. Yet traditional leadership development prepares people to lead only within certain narrow organizational structures that are rapidly falling into disfavor among many in the workforce.


Across industries, leaders are attempting to pilot through the storm of change, but many are using an outdated checklist. The executive who still focuses on building organizational loyalty might miss that some employees prioritize growth and purpose over tenure. The leader who hoards information as a source of power creates inefficiency in a world where information flows freely. The manager who optimizes for stability restricts their team in an environment that demands agility.


These aren’t bad leaders. They’re just applying yesterday’s solutions to today’s challenges. And the path forward isn’t more of the same, just better executed; it’s not about incremental improvements to outdated approaches. Leaders who continue to rely on the lessons from leadership books of days past will only find frustration and hardship.


So, why should you listen to this book to find your new leadership path?


Because this isn’t really a leadership book. It’s a collection of stories and observations from someone who has built and sold companies across six different industries. It’s things that I’ve learned about engineering approaches that break all the conventional rules and somehow work better than they should. It’s my way of explaining hard truths that I had to discover on my own to help you understand your own journey. So, feel free to jump around to find what you need in these pages. Each chapter will start with a brief summary to help you decide whether you want to dive deeper, just in case it’s TL;DR (too long; didn’t read).


This isn’t just a business book. It’s a guide that uses experiences from every aspect of my life to share with you what I have found to be invaluable lessons about leadership. You’ll learn my brisket recipe that violates sacred BBQ traditions. I’ll share my formula for a cocktail with ingredients so seemingly uncomplementary that you’ll question the outcome. And then you’ll take a sip and taste how it all comes together. You’ll even gain a new perspective on innovation through a choose-your-own-adventure story (I loved those books when I was a kid). These elements aren’t just diversions. They’re different ways of seeing and thinking about leadership challenges.


Traditional leadership books ask you to walk in someone else’s shoes. They want you to simulate the author’s “kind of leader.” Simulation, however, is inherently disconnected from reality. We’ve all heard the advice: “Be yourself; everyone else is taken.” Yet leaders are constantly pressured to imitate others. They adopt best practices, follow established playbooks, and model themselves after successful figures. You only have to search leadership on Amazon to find countless books imploring you to be like the author, and you, too, will know success as a leader. The result? Organizations full of leaders trying to be pale imitations of someone else instead of authentic versions of themselves.


This isn’t a leadership book. It’s a mirror that can help you see what you’ve been missing. Don’t try to walk in my footsteps. Just walk near them long enough to discover what your own path should look like. Don’t become me, but observe things from my perspective. You’ll likely find your own reflection in these stories and approaches. And those personal insights will be your tools for engineering leadership that’s authentically yours, not a simulation of someone else’s.


Friends who’ve known me longest refer to my past self as if I were a different person from who I am now. The truth is, I didn’t transform into someone else; I just became more effective at being myself.


That’s what I want for you.


So, let’s begin this journey by examining my peculiar way of thinking about problems. Let me show you how to think like an engineer about the issues most leaders get wrong. The first myth to bust? That success comes from working forward instead of backward.
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CHAPTER 1


When the Winds Shift: Leadership in a Changed World




The fundamentals of business have shifted dramatically—from workforce demographics to career patterns, information access, and organizational structures—yet most leadership approaches remain anchored to outdated assumptions. True leadership today requires recognizing when conditions have changed and designing approaches based on current realities rather than optimizing obsolete methods. The opportunity here isn’t to execute old plans better; it’s to rebuild leadership for a constantly changing world.





The Story You Never Tell


Over drinks and good food in St. Augustine, my colleagues and I planned our next day’s trip. We all had very full calendars, and we wanted to save some time. I was flying down to Tampa to meet with one of my VPs for a sales event. My colleagues had a commercial flight to catch in Orlando. They’d thought about driving, but flying just made more sense. Under different circumstances, they might have booked time on one of the jets managed by my company, but it was too late for that. Really, it was a typical day, with just one exception: I would be the pilot flying us to our destinations.


At six o’clock in the morning, my colleagues and I stood on the tarmac in St. Augustine under a bright coastal sky. Since I was already flying south, it would be easy for me to make a pit stop in Orlando to drop them off so they could catch their flight and then continue on to Tampa. With our bags in tow, it was looking to be a regular Florida day: a familiar mix of blazing sun and a distant threat of storms. I paid attention because weather is always a factor when you’re flying.


On the tarmac that day, I was the CEO of Volato, a private aviation company. I was also a pilot, but not like our staff of senior professional pilots. Over their careers, they had each spent thousands of hours in the air. My flight hours, on the other hand, were closer to a couple hundred. I flew a Cirrus, a small single-engine propeller aircraft also known as a piston plane. They flew multi-engine HondaJets (a brand of light business of jets) and Gulfstream G280s—much bigger birds for sure.


Compared to these tenured wingmen, I was indeed a junior pilot. Despite those differences, I was confident I had earned their respect. It wasn’t because I was their boss. It wasn’t because I flew almost like they did. It was because I was honest about who I was: a rookie pilot but a tenured businessman. While I knew how to build companies, my in-flight training had shown me how much more I had to learn about flying. That honesty mattered to them.


Back at St. Augustine, the takeoff was smooth. The flight to Orlando was calm. Thunderstorms were out there, but they were scattered on my radar. This didn’t concern me. When flying over Florida, sometimes sudden storms are part of the deal. Having done most of my pilot training in this part of the country, I knew what to look out for in those skies.


You may imagine pilot training like Top Gun, but it’s nothing like that. In-class flight training is more like a physics class. We studied lift, thrust, weight, and drag. Weather dynamics were covered in extreme detail. The atmosphere above us can change rapidly because of changes in wind speed and temperature and even the movement of other planes. To ensure a safe flight, a pilot must account for many variables. But every day has weather, and I was steering clear of the storms on the distant horizon as we approached Orlando. The landing there was unremarkable.


As we taxied to the gate, my colleagues smiled and grabbed their bags; they waved goodbye as they deplaned. They had no idea they were stepping out of the story just before it got interesting.


Now alone in the plane, I ran through the preflight checklist for the next leg of my trip, and I took another look at the weather forecast on my phone. The storms were worse than I had expected, but I saw a path.


Taking off from Orlando, I threaded between storm cells, dodging towering cumulus columns. In pilot training, you’re taught how storms take shape. Thunderstorms work on convection: They suck up hot, humid air from below to feed the growth of huge clouds. That upward motion of air can pull your plane up; it’s usually unexpected but manageable. As a thunderstorm grows taller, eventually, that hot air will begin to cool off and condense. The hot, humid air becomes precipitation, and this is where the second force of convection—the downward one—gets dangerous. If you’re flying under a thunderstorm as it comes down, your plane will be pushed down with it. But, as I bobbed and weaved, I felt confident in my training. I knew how to avoid the storms.


As the skies outside the cockpit grew darker, I stayed on plan, and I calculated that I was going to make my meeting in Tampa on time. The small airport, Peter O. Knight Airport (TPF), was new to me, but it was located close to downtown. I was convinced that this would be a convenient and straight-in approach.
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