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Dedication




Traction is progress.


Help others get to where they’re going.


Big problems require small solutions.


The work is easier if you can see where you’re headed.


Change creates tension.


Better is possible.




 

 



Introduction


Charles Wilson has a problem. He’s one of the great pianists of his generation, inspiring people as he performs around the world. As the sole artist, composer, impresario, fan manager, COO and entrepreneur behind the persona of BLKBOK, he has too many options and not enough time. Being dedicated and skilled isn’t enough–he needs to figure out how to increase his impact, build a sustainable career and not burn out along the way.


The Secretary of State has a problem as well. The US State Department is one of the largest organizations in the world, with countless staff and a huge budget. How to put them to work to make the desired impact in more than 150 countries?


Kristin Hatcher is doing essential work to deal with sexual violence, particularly on college campuses. While the urgency of her cause is clear, finding the traction to raise money and put it to work is an ongoing challenge, far more difficult than it should be.


Jesse Cole, founder and owner of the Savannah Bananas, had a problem. His remarkable idea was constrained by an existing system. Now, he is finding ever more success in bringing his wacky baseball jamboree to stadiums across the country. He recently made important decisions that freed the team from where they were stuck, and the options in front of them are multiplying.


When organizations large and small ask me about marketing problems, I often respond by saying, “you probably need a strategy first.” But what’s that? Strategy is difficult to see and not easy to talk about, because it happens over time.


To find a better strategy, we need to be prepared to walk away from the one we’ve defaulted into. When technology shifted, Nintendo stopped making playing cards and built a video game company. And yet, when the telephone arrived, Western Union decided to simply make better telegrams.


The world is shifting, faster than ever, creating opportunities and problems every day. This is our chance to make a better plan and to create a bigger impact with our work. This is strategy.


Perhaps you can’t see it (yet).
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Most books on strategy are for corporate MBAs or West Point generals.


This is for you. For someone who wants to make things better.


My narrative is recursive and elliptical, circling back on itself as it seeks to help you see how time, games, systems, and empathy dance together to make our world. And once you see it, you can’t unsee it.


About five hundred years ago, Albrecht Dürer made a poster of a rhinoceros, a creature that almost no one in Europe had ever seen in person. Each detail is finely rendered, but not quite right. But if you look at it for a while, the essence of a rhino comes through.


Strategy is often an unseen option, apparently too sophisticated, expensive, or elitist for most of us. But once we see it, our next steps become clear. We have what we need to make better plans.


Strategy is the soil, the seed, and the gardener working together over time. Strategy is our chance to make an impact.


As you work through this manifesto, it’s okay to skip the parts that don’t resonate (yet). Jump ahead, then loop back.


Stick with it. Discuss the parts that don’t match what you’re doing right now, and more importantly, the parts you don’t want to be true.


Thanks for doing the work.
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How to Use This Book: Find the others and ask the questions


I’ve workshopped the ideas in this book with people around the world, and we’ve discovered two simple ways to transform your relationship with strategy.


The first: Find three or four other people and start a group, in person or in Zoom. Meet once a week and make assertions, highlighting your fears and sharing your path. Surprisingly quickly, you’ll notice that you’re shifting your strategy.


The second: Use the questions, lists, and challenges in this book as prompts for claude.ai. Claude is a powerful AI that can take your prompt and personalize it for your project, challenging you to think about strategy in new ways.


Every riff here is numbered, to make it easy to refer to sections worth discussing, regardless of what format your colleagues are using to engage with the book.


The system is always changing. It’s up to us to change it for the better.








1. Strategy is a Philosophy of Becoming


Who will we become,


who will we be of service to,


and who will they help others to become


This is strategy.


A strategy isn’t a map—it’s a compass. Strategy is a better plan.


It’s the hard work of choosing what to do today to make tomorrow better.


This is the point. This is at the heart of our work and the challenge of our days.


Toward better.




2. Four Threads, Woven Together


Time, games, empathy and systems. They’re everywhere we look, and easy to ignore.


Each supports and is supported by the other three. Throughout this project, we’ll be shifting from one to the other, building up to a fuller, actionable understanding of how strategy works.


Time, because strategy plays out over time in the way a garden grows.


Games, because there are multiple players and different possible outcomes. Trees compete for light and only one grows to be the tallest, but all of them are part of the forest.


Empathy, because people don’t see what you see or even want what you want. Plant your seeds in places where the conditions are right.


And Systems, because whenever we work together, a system is created. And that system often lasts far longer than we expect. The swamp isn’t the same as the plains, but each is a complex web of interactions.


Each builds on the next in a never-ending braid.




 

 



3. What Do People Want?


Once our basic needs for food, shelter and health are met, most people dance with three conflicting desires:


•  Affiliation


•  Status


•  Freedom from fear


(We can probably add joy, wonder, thrills, satisfaction and other internal narratives, but for now let’s focus on these three.)


Affiliation is community. Fitting in. Being liked. Affiliation is wearing the right fashion, using the correct salad fork and knowing the words to the song around the campfire.


Status is always relative. Who eats lunch first? Who’s up and who’s down?


And freedom from fear is an internal construct. Fear can be used as fuel, but it’s more likely to be avoided.


Marketing works on these three principles. And systems all use them to maintain their structure.


If you want to understand why someone makes a choice, look for what people actually want, not only the proxies and substitutes they say they want.




 

 

4. The Non-Strategy of “Take What You Can Get”


“You can pick anyone. I’m anyone.”


Hustle for attention. Do a very good job. Play it safe and follow the leader.


This is a non-strategy. The non-strategy of doing what we were told, of fitting in and settling. This is the non-strategy that comes from not thinking about strategy.


The number on the car’s speedometer isn’t always an indication of how fast you’re getting to where you’re going.


You might, after all, be driving in circles, really quickly.


We can do better.


I can’t tell you what your strategy should be, but I know that you need one.




 

 



5. Awaiting Instructions


“What happens next?” is a different question from, “What will I do now?”


The easy out is to simply react to events and follow the checklist. Our freedom and agency demand we take a different path, though. Our work begins by finding a strategy and creating a different future.


There are choices to be made.


Stay put or move to another town… Stick around the firm to make partner or start your own practice… List your work on Upwork or Etsy or build your own store… put your music on vinyl or Spotify… raise your prices or lower them… open a new store or close the wholesale division… Go to a famous college at great expense or get a great education at a state school… have a traditional wedding or elope… start a blog or a podcast… Merge with a competitor or sell the business.


Too many choices, too many options.


Confronted with so much choice, it’s tempting to simply do your job. To pretend that it’s up to someone else, and to put your head down and follow instructions.


Don’t surrender your agency and revert to the numbing day-to-day grind of compliance. You can make things better.




 

 

6. The Elegant Path is the Most Useful Way Forward


My neighbor is a barefoot runner. He glides without apparent effort. He’s certainly not trying harder than anyone else out there on the track, but he’s going faster, with less discomfort. Ten miles later and he’s still fresh.


Elegance is simplicity, efficiency, and effectiveness. It’s not only a solution that gets a result. It’s arguably a better solution—the least complex and clearest way forward. An elegant strategy offers leverage in service of the change we seek. While it might seem effortless in execution, creating the method requires insight and care.


Elegant paths often seem roundabout at first, but they put systems to work for us, instead of against us. They require intent and discipline, and reward us with resilience and efficiency.


Our elegant strategy reduces waste. We avoid dead ends and save energy, time, and materials as well. And an elegant strategy is beautiful. We know in our bones that we’re aligned with the systems and resources around us, doing the right thing in the right way. Pretending we don’t need a strategy isn’t nearly as useful as digging deep to find an elegant one.


Elegant strategies use systems. Even when they set out to change the system, they don’t fight it directly but use the system as a tool to change the system.


This approach only gets better over time. The word spreads horizontally. Trust grows. Engagements lead to more engagements.


Each node in the system we engage with will make a choice about how to allocate attention and effort. Our project needs to be accepted by people who have the power to choose—and our job is to create the conditions for that to happen.




 

 7. Not All Elegant Strategies are the Same


But many of them fall into similar buckets. Systems respond to strategies, and elegant strategies give us leverage.


Three things to focus on:


•  The strategy gets better as you grow. Anyone can sprint, but elegant strategies are something that you can maintain.


•  Systemic advantage defeats heroic effort. Heroic effort is thrilling, but long-term elegant strategies rarely require miracles on a daily basis.


•  They’re simple to explain and difficult to stick to. Over time, the pressures to vary from the elegant strategy increases—a thousand little compromises that eventually lead to mediocrity.




 

 

8. Systems are Unseen and Persistent


Strategy builds systems, but it depends on them as well.


Every successful system serves a purpose.


It might not be the purpose it says it serves, and it might not seem to make sense, but if the system sticks around, that’s because the system is delivering on a promise.


It’s difficult to strategize and make a difference if you don’t understand the systems that are working to keep things as they are.




 

 

9. We Live in the Solar System


It may be worth taking a moment to think about a system where there is clearly no one in charge.


Earth, Jupiter, moons, and a million asteroids and meteors—they’re all in a system with a star at the center of it.


It’s held together by gravity, an invisible force that quietly and relentlessly controls the path of the planets. At the same time, the planets influence each other, and in a small way, the sun.


When a foreign interstellar object intrudes on our solar system, it either passes through or is captured by our system and becomes part of it.


If parts of the system are unseen, that doesn’t mean they don’t exist. As they say, gravity isn’t just a good idea—it’s the law.




10. Systems Deliver Value


How did our culture evolve to have systems at the center of so much of what we do? There are three reasons:


Coordinated human effort creates productivity and value. When we work together, we get far more done. A doctor without drugs, hospitals, or a team isn’t very effective. And a farmer can’t feed anyone without tools, markets, and seeds.


People are rarely rational. Even when we want the same things, we don’t always agree about how to get them. Systems adjudicate these disagreements and allow us to move forward even if we’re not in sync.


Consistency is worthwhile, and slack and persistence of information permit this. If someone doesn’t show up for their shift, or isn’t operating at full speed, the system acts as a bridge.


The power and leverage that systems create can also cause them to create undesirable side effects and impede useful innovation.




11. The Buildings or the Roads?


Stewart Brand points out that if you look at a map of Boston from 1924 and compare it to one from 2024, almost every building has changed over the last century. And yet few of the major roadways have.


It’s far easier to renovate or replace a building than it is to reroute a road.


Systems have nodes (buildings) and connections (roads). Those roads have conventions that we all need to understand to stay safe.


Buildings (and people) get replaced all the time. Roadways (and the rules of systems) fight like crazy to stay the way they are.




12. The Unseen Assistant (And the Mysterious Vandal)


Better waves make better surfers.


A useful skill in surfing is picking the right place and time to go surfing. The systems in our lives are like waves, making our work easier or more difficult.


Working with a system is like having an assistant, eager and skilled, always making your work better. But working against a system can feel like someone is intentionally harming your project.


When Michelin rolled out the puncture-proof tire, they were sure they had a billion-dollar innovation. It was better for drivers, car manufacturers, and the industry.


A few years later, the project was dead. Ron Adner explains that because the local tire shops, garages, and repair depots would need arduous training and new equipment, they hadn’t eagerly participated in the early days of the project, and Michelin had largely ignored them.


As a result of this missing link, customers discovered that they had a great deal of trouble getting their tires serviced, and were often pushed to buy normal tires to replace their worn or damaged no-flat tires. Frustrated customers complained, and some even sued the car companies.


While it’s easy to point the finger at the selfish car mechanics, the truth is that the vandal was the system—the resilient automobile industrial complex that would rather not change quickly.




13. Can You See the River?


A river is more than water. There’s water in a lake, too.


The essence of the river is the current. Paddling upstream is more difficult than going downstream. A snapshot shows you the water, but not its motion, not the relentless force as the water moves from here to there. The river flows.


If you want to change the course of a river, you can try to build a dam, but those are expensive and can fail.


The alternative is to dig a small channel that helps a river to go where it was going anyway. When you make it easier for the current to flow, the current will respond.


A small channel quickly becomes a torrent, and then the river itself.




 

 14. The Collective


Why do birds fly in formation? What makes a bird join in? It turns out that the lead bird doesn’t stay in the lead the entire time. The flock rotates. The collective evolved to find an efficient system for travel.


It works with people too. Any time that a person can benefit from engaging with a community, a system will evolve.


Most of us don’t walk to the stream to fetch the day’s water. Instead, we’re happy to pay a small fee to get water from a pipe, which comes from a treatment plant, which is part of the city’s infrastructure.


We don’t try to persuade every person we meet of our status and knowledge. Instead, we paid (with time and money) to engage with an educational institution that awarded us a certificate in exchange.


And even if we spend our days working as a soloist, we’re not alone. We’re part of a collective or an industry, a system to take inputs and outputs and turn them into something of value for all participants.


Systems are everywhere humans engage to fill a need. Sometimes they persist longer than we’d like. Sometimes they move in directions we don’t appreciate. Often, they’re cultural, invisible, and hard to notice.


But systems define our lives.




 

 15. Successful Systems


There are roles and rules, inputs and outputs, and rewards and punishments.


There are feedback loops, power dynamics, and hierarchies. Systems create the status quo and they defend it.


The system can be invisible, but the people involved in the system feel its pull and often understand that it has power. And effective systems create the outputs that define them.


There are giant, wealthy systems like college admissions, the military-industrial complex, or even capitalism, but there are tiny systems, like the dynamic in a particular neighborhood or the way the board of a non-profit makes decisions. Every family is a system as well.


We can’t change capitalism. We can’t even put a dent into it. But we can change the incentives of consumers, employees and investors by creating different cultural boundaries and status roles that operate within the larger system.


Systems can be as small as a nuclear family, deciding who gets a say in what’s for dinner, and as large as a planet of 8 billion people, trying to deal with climate change.


Systems within systems. Turtles all the way down.




 

 16. Real Life Isn’t Lego


Part of the appeal of LEGO for kids is that the pieces fit or they don’t. A building goes together, comes apart, and can be put back together as it was.


This is very satisfying. It’s also not very realistic.


Try taking apart a Hot Wheels car. It will take real skill to put it back together—the act of disassembling will deform its parts.


Even with the promise of interchangeable parts, there are million-dollar airplanes that will never fly again because they’re missing a computer chip or a widget that’s no longer available.


But the real truth of systems is that they’re far more complex than even an airplane. Systems are more than built objects—they are the collisions between those objects and the natural world. They are the complex interactions of culture, of humans engaging with one another, of nature and chaos.


You can’t step in the same river twice, because your footprint the first time turned the river into a different river. And it changed you as well.




 

 



17. Two Myths About Systems


•  You have unlimited power


•  You have no power


We need a strategy because we can’t simply order the system to follow our wishes. Part of our cultural mythos is that each of us has unlimited agency, if we’re only willing to work hard enough, demand enough, and insist enough.


But systems are resilient and systems push back.


The power you have lies somewhere between infinity and zero.


It’s possible that you’ve accepted whatever arrives, adopting the posture of a cog or (worse) a victim.


But we’re not powerless. Individuals organizing others with persistence and generosity change the world, and do it every day. With the right strategy and resources, we can make an impact. Sometimes.


Buckminster Fuller taught us that to fundamentally change something, we must build a new system that makes the existing system obsolete.


Balance this temptation of building a new system with the insight from Carl Sagan that “If you wish to make an apple pie from scratch, you must first invent the universe.”


It’s unlikely anything we build is going to be built from scratch. But with time and focus, we can find the leverage to alter systems we care about.




 

 



18. Built, Natural, and Complex Systems


An airplane is a built system in which a designer and a contracting company create plans, sub-assemblies, and manuals, creating something they believe they have control over.


However, once a built system gets even a little bit complicated, unanticipated outputs begin to appear. The Tacoma Narrows Bridge collapsed because the engineers failed to account for harmonic resonances that would cause the entire bridge (which weighed millions of pounds) to sway and disintegrate once the wind was strong enough.


A corporate bureaucracy is a built system, but it’s also a complex one. It acts in ways that no one, especially those in the HR department, could have predicted.


Complex systems create unexpected and unpredictable outputs. They’re probabilistic and unstable, not deterministic the way we expect.


Decades ago, General Motors didn’t set out to design mediocre, poorly built cars, but they did. Ford Motor Company didn’t plan for the Pinto to explode and kill people.


There doesn’t have to be a plan for there to be outputs. In fact, that’s what usually happens.




 

 

19. What Makes a System?


Human-built systems have elements in common. Generally, you’ll find:


•  Boundaries—they begin and end somewhere


•  Benefits—people voluntarily engage with a system because they believe in the promises it makes


•  Bystanders—often, people who don’t want to be in the system are still involved in it


•  Information flows—a shared language and expectations creates trust and efficiency


•  Stability—the system offers its participants a reliable picture of the future


•  Protocols—there are shorthands, processes, and methods of how things are done


•  Roles—participants in the system seek or gain status and affiliation through their actions


•  Resilience and feedback loops—when something disrupts the system, it works to push back and regain equilibrium


•  Convenience and efficiency—even though systems aren’t perfect, they offer participants outputs that encourage them to support it


•  Side effects—every system also creates outputs that aren’t ideal for non-participants or those that are part of it.


And so we find systems like:


•  Big-time college sports


•  Starbucks


•  Religious practices


•  The chocolate industry


•  Your local volunteer fire department


•  The community orchestra


•  The dating scene in certain parts of Boise, Idaho


Decisions may feel as though they’re voluntarily made. But the system exerts influence on each participant through each decision.


Each decision is the sum total of all the expectations, feedback loops, and invisible and visible rules that we adhere to.




 

 

20. The Persistence of Systems


We’ve lived with them so long they have become invisible, but systems are everywhere. Systems shift our perceptions and our actions, and they don’t always offer us what we want or need. So why do they stick around?


Status quo—when people coordinate into networks and groups, our individual aversion to certain kinds of change is multiplied, and so the default becomes keeping things as they are.


Sunk costs—once we’ve invested our effort, money, and emotions into something, it’s hard to let it go, even if it might not be what we need.


Interoperability—there are practical reasons for things to work in the way they do—connectors that connect, languages that are understood, and procedures that maximize efficiency. No one wants to buy a phone that doesn’t support Bluetooth.


Status roles—the hierarchy benefits those that are at the top (who have power) and they work to maintain it. They also sell everyone else on the idea that the system is the best way for them to achieve status as well.


Affiliation—culture is “people like us do things like this.” Humans find solace, satisfaction, and safety in community, and our desire for affiliation maintains existing systems.


It’s a lot to undo. A more resilient and leveraged path is to work with systems instead of fighting them outright.




21. From Fine China to Underwater Headphones


Cultural systems evolve, layer by layer.


In 1759, Josiah Wedgwood used new production techniques to bring the world a refined, mass-produced set of china and pottery.


In 1843, Ada Lovelace did the groundbreaking work that informs computer programming to this day.


John Wanamaker pioneered the price tag in 1861.


By 1911, Frederick Taylor had published his ideas on scientific management, dramatically increasing productivity and quality.


In 1951, Lillian (Vernon) Hochberg began her direct mail campaigns.


The ubiquitous steel shipping container, first used in 1956, made shipping finished products around the world far more reliable and cheaper as well, enabling companies like Walmart to eventually transform retail.


The toll-free number, launched by AT&T in 1967, connected consumers directly to companies, allowing them to use credit cards, launched in 1950, to buy things directly.


Ethical email marketing, created by Yoyodyne in 1992, opened the door to electronic ordering, which was amplified dramatically by the adoption of web browsers a few years later.


And then Amazon wove it all together.


Which explains how I can buy a pair of Shokz underwater MP3 headphones online and get them delivered to my home the next day—for the equivalent of $2 in Wedgwood’s time.




22. Duncan Hines (And Nina Zagat)


Duncan Hines was a traveling print salesman, operating in the midwest of the United States a hundred years ago.


There were no health inspectors for restaurants, which meant that visiting a strange town and going out for dinner carried real risks. Food poisoning was common.


Duncan liked to eat, and with the automobile becoming more reliable, he traveled a lot as well.


Combining his printing expertise with his love for food, Duncan began to publish a travelers’ restaurant guide. His focus was on places where a traveler could find a safe place to eat a decent meal.


The first year, he sent it out as a Christmas gift to a few hundred people. In the years that followed, demand for the guide grew, and he began to sell it.


Soon after that, restaurants inquired about being listed—the traffic and status that came from being listed was extremely valuable to them.


Hines offered restaurants a chance to be included: If they paid a fee, he’d send an inspector. If the business passed muster, they’d not only be listed but be given a sign to put up in front of the restaurant.


This status ratchet spread, and the food safety of restaurants around the country was transformed. His project improved the health of millions of people. It made him rich and famous, and ultimately led to the licensing deal that still has Duncan Hines’ cake mix in every supermarket.


Several generations later, Nina and Tim Zagat, New York lawyers, put together a pocket-sized guide to restaurants in New York. They had a particular point of view: These were restaurants for people who went out for dinner a few times a week. Tapping friends and friends of friends to contribute reviews, the book listed thousands of restaurants with a unique, quotable style of short insights.
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