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MOMENTUM

A New Vocabulary…

Pay attention to these words:

Mass… Velocity… Acceleration… Energy… Drive… Thrust…

Can you feel the lift in your chest?

Now, consider these words:

Stagnation… Complacency… Torpor… Apathy…

Do you feel a slump?

This is the vocabulary of momentum.

In the coming pages, you’ll become immersed in this new vocabulary, internalizing the cornerstone of potential and the science behind it. You’ll never see success the same way again.

And your best days will always be ahead of you.
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INTRODUCTION My Best Days Are Ahead


Are your best days ahead of or behind you?

It is an interesting question to ask.

It is an easy question to answer.

But it is a hard question to answer truthfully.

Most people feel entitled to have their best days ahead. And then they wonder what went wrong when they discover that it isn’t so. What happened? Who can they blame?

We’re left to wonder: How do some people always seem to be in the right place at the right time? Is it luck—or something else?

Assessing the question “Are my best days ahead or behind?” is a key component of the study of momentum.

It has been a way of life for me. It’s reflected in:


	Every decision I make.

	Every brand I see.

	Every town I visit.

	Every employee I hire.

	Every politician I consider.

	
Every post on social media I read or write.

	Every meeting I have.

	Every race I run.



All go through the same “best days ahead” test: Is this going somewhere? Will it lead to something positive? I know one thing: I always want to be a part of whatever is in the “best days ahead” category.

People who know me know that I never say no to something that carries a sense of possibility and optimism. Even if it means overcommitting, double booking, or traveling around the world, I follow each opportunity because I never know where it will lead. If it’s moving, I’m going to keep moving with it.

In the movie Annie Hall, Alvy Singer is having a conversation with Annie Hall, and he says: “A relationship, I think, is like a shark. You know? It has to constantly move forward, or it dies. And what we got on our hands is a dead shark.”

A shark stays alive by moving forward. It has to keep its momentum, or it dies. That is pretty extreme. But that’s my story; I am that shark. That’s not to say I am predatory. I’m just always moving forward, always maintaining momentum. For me, momentum takes constant work. It doesn’t just happen, and it’s definitely not easy. You have to be savvy, nimble, and one step ahead all the time. I have achieved Maximum Momentum through Momentum Milestones that have kept me moving forward. Here are some of my early ones.


MOMENTUM MILESTONE 1: Taking Control of My Life


I know exactly when I became a shark. I know the moment that I took control of my life and affirmatively decided my best days would always be ahead.

Growing up Jewish in Chicago came with the expectation that, when you turned thirteen, you would be bar mitzvahed. It meant years of attending Hebrew school after regular school, practicing my Haftorah and Torah portions for endless hours as the date approached, and writing my first publicly delivered speech.

In Judaism, the bar mitzvah is the symbolic rite of passage of a boy becoming a man. But for me, it was greater than that, and I was determined to make my bar mitzvah much more meaningful. I decided that my bar mitzvah would signal the day when I took control of my life and started to make decisions for myself.

On May 2, 1981, I made two key decisions:


	To give myself a middle name—Jay. Nothing fancy or symbolic, but with a middle name, I would feel complete and in control. (As Michael J. Fox became a more popular actor—Family Ties, Back to the Future, etc.—I knew I had made the right decision.)

	To leave my house in the suburbs to attend the Latin School of Chicago, an academically rigorous high school in the city. That decision inspired me and prepared me for the rest of my life.



What united these two decisions was that I was taking control of my future—my name, my brain, my experience—and that led to opportunities. My momentum was starting.

And yet, both decisions came with profound consequences. Giving myself a name was rejecting a long-standing family tradition of boys not having middle names. It was a ridiculous tradition, but I got a lot of flak for bucking it. I didn’t want my family to control my momentum, and this was the first way to seize it.


KEY MOMENTUM LESSONS





	It is never too early or too late to start. By definition, you can always start building momentum.

	You have to be in control of the decisions that affect you. Having independence is critical.

	Keeping momentum comes with consequences. People around you will be impacted.






MOMENTUM MILESTONE 2: The Nose Knows


There were three requirements for growing up in Chicago: (1) We rooted for our sports teams with our hearts, not our heads. We adored lovable losers like the Cubs, Monsters of the Midway who didn’t win Super Bowls, and hockey teams you couldn’t even watch on local TV; (2) We were Democrats. Politics was a political machine controlled by one family from one part of the city—the Daleys; (3) We did what we were told or paid the consequences. People fell in line in Chicago. In those days, there was very little tolerance for new ideas.

But as I attended the Latin School for high school, the norms of Chicago were changing: the Bears and Cubs were winning; Chicago elected its first black mayor, Harold Washington; and suddenly, new ideas were everywhere.

I could feel something happening in Chicago, and I wanted to be part of it.

I was an avid fan of a popular local paper, the Chicago Reader—a must-read for local issues, events, and what was going on in the neighborhood. And in the Reader, there was a column I loved called “The Straight Dope,” written by Cecil Adams. Its tagline was “Fighting ignorance since 1973.”

I was inspired and motivated and decided to do my own version of “The Straight Dope” in my column for the student newspaper, The Forum. I intended to raise my profile, influence my community, and become relevant beyond just being one of five hundred students.

It was clear that The Forum needed an overhaul. It was dull, dirty, and stuck in the 1950s. My co-editor-in-chief and I requested extra funds to modernize the paper. We introduced color text to make it resemble the Chicago Tribune, sold some ads, and started printing color photos.

Then I launched my column “The Nose Knows” (this was pre-rhinoplasty for me), which was inspired by “The Straight Dope.” It would be my platform to fight ignorance, settle scores, make jokes, and talk about issues that were important to the community and me.

Just like “The Straight Dope,” “The Nose Knows” appeared in the same place in the newspaper each issue. I wanted people to be able to find it. I knew exactly what I was doing. I was creating my brand by building a platform that I controlled with topics and issues that would be provocative and controversial.

I also had a very specific target in mind. Not only was I appealing to my peers, but I was also writing for the adults of the school—the faculty, the administration, and the parents. I wanted to expand my influence.

In one of my first columns, I wrote a funny, tongue-in-cheek article about the challenges of teenage life, schoolwork, and parents. In the article, I referred to my stepmother, portraying her as a character straight out of “Cinderella.” This was my perceived reality, embellished by my teenage grievance. It wasn’t particularly fair, and it definitely wasn’t kind, but like most teenagers, I focused on my sense of parental injustice, and I had a clever way with words.

I very carefully chose the fairy tale of “Cinderella” to add flair to my story. In the Disney version of “Cinderella,” the hero of the story is the prince who finds Cinderella, sweeps her off her feet, and takes her away from her mean stepmom. But the real hero of “Cinderella” is the Fairy Godmother, who gets Cinderella to the ball so she can meet Prince Charming. The Fairy Godmother helps Cinderella in her time of distress, transforming an ordinary pumpkin into a carriage and four of Cinderella’s mice into horses for the vehicle. I admired the Fairy Godmother.

Within hours of publishing and distributing that issue of The Forum, we ran out of copies, and people were coming up to me congratulating me on the article. In a matter of hours, I had reached the whole community: the administration, the faculty, the parents, and the students. “The Nose Knows” became a must-read column.

I had momentum, and I would never give it up again. Momentum was my Fairy Godmother.


KEY MOMENTUM LESSONS





	Momentum-makers challenge the norms and conventional wisdom.

	Momentum often requires controversy and can be polarizing.

	Building momentum can be very high profile.






MOMENTUM MILESTONE 3: King Maker, Not King


I am asked all the time how I got into the business of being a political pollster, and how I knew I wanted to be one. The answer is pretty simple—Karen Underhill.

In high school, I was active in student government and represented my class during sophomore year. The next logical step was to be Junior Class Prefect and then, ultimately, Senior Class Prefect. At the Latin School, these were important jobs. They ran the all-school assemblies each Monday, had a voice with the administration, and were the true student leaders of the school.

But there was a problem. I lost the elections. Twice. Both times to Karen.

I realized that seeking election had a significant drawback—you could lose. And when you lose, you really have nothing to show for it. In fact, when you lose an election, you are just a loser. You have lost any momentum that you may have had, and you have to start all over again.

That’s when I decided that I would be a King Maker, not a king. The king can get shot, dethroned, or overruled. The King Maker just moves on to the next king. A King Maker can have many kings, and more kings mean more momentum.

I immediately became immersed in politics. I started attending political organizing meetings and fundraisers on the north side. Unlike Barack Obama, I was on the other side working with the Republicans. The Chicago Sun-Times wrote a profile piece on me as not being old enough to vote (I was only sixteen), but I was old enough to organize and be a Republican precinct captain in Chicago’s affluent Gold Coast neighborhood, which, at the time, was very Democratic.

I learned the ropes there. Kings depend on fact-based objective decision making. I knew my next step was to get deep into numbers. I treated college as pre-professional, and I became a pollster.

By the time I was nineteen, I was ready to expand my King Maker skills. In 1987, I moved to New York and got my start with a firm called Penn + Schoen Associates, Inc. It was one of the most important companies that no one had ever heard of. Located in a second-story walk-up on Third Avenue and 85th Street above a singularly greasy McDonald’s, Mark Penn and Doug Schoen, Harvard alums and Horace Mann refugees, were defining the future with innovative systems for measuring public opinion. I wanted to be part of it. I started as an intern and didn’t leave until we sold the company to WPP in 2006.

Penn + Schoen was ahead of its time. In those days, high-powered computers and software didn’t exist. You had to build computers and write the software yourself. And that is precisely what Mark Penn did. He built the alpha microcomputer in his apartment in Riverdale and wrote the analytics software that allowed us to crunch millions of numbers in a matter of moments. We were able to print massive high-quality documents using a laser printer that was bigger than my apartment at the time.

There was intensity and rhythm to Penn + Schoen that made it highly addictive. As an aspiring King Maker, I was learning from two of the best: one’s charm and ability to think big taught me how to inspire the king, and the other’s creativity, critical thinking, and commitment to innovation taught me how to gain the king’s confidence.

Penn + Schoen’s speed and innovation were inspiring. There were overnight flash polls; mall tests that involved sending VHS tapes by Federal Express to malls for videos to be watched and evaluated with the results sent back overnight; an early-use neural network; and fuzzy logic. We accomplished all this while building an international network of research in eighty-three countries around the world. Penn + Schoen was ahead of its time.

Penn + Schoen had a culture of innovation, creativity, and curiosity with a no-problem-is-too-hard-to-solve mentality that would stick with me the rest of my life. At Penn + Schoen, I was starting to understand the power of velocity.

In 1995, I was made a partner at Penn + Schoen. At the time, the intention was to keep the name of the firm Penn + Schoen. When Penn introduced me to President Bill Clinton at an inauguration brunch before his second term, Clinton put his hand on my shoulder, looked Mark in the eyes, and said, “Mark, if Mike were your true partner, the firm would be called Penn, Schoen & Berland.” I, of course, agreed with the president, and so did Mark. I immediately changed the logo from P+S to P, S & B and asked the receptionist to answer the phone, Penn, Schoen & Berland. The rest is history.

To be honest, there were a lot of quirks and idiosyncratic behavior at Penn + Schoen. For me, it was part of the charm and excitement. If you look at the Penn + Schoen alumni going back to the late eighties, it is a pretty accomplished group. It could also be controversial but wasn’t afraid to rattle cages.


KEY MOMENTUM LESSONS





	Never let your ideology get in the way of your analytics. Sometimes the king gets killed.

	Momentum is enhanced by constant speed and innovation. Speed definitely comes before innovation because speed itself can be a form of innovation.

	Momentum requires an open mind to new technology and being able to unlock opportunities.

	There are a lot of quirks to momentum—quirks cause velocity.






MOMENTUM MILESTONE 4: True Love


My true love, Marcela, rounds out my education in momentum-making. I met Marcela at Penn + Schoen, and we have been married for twenty-eight years. From the day I met her, I saw qualities in her that made her the perfect match for me: She is always optimistic and confident. She believes in the future and that no challenge is unattainable. She has a presence that commands any room she enters. She is smart (Fulbright scholar), beautiful, and charming.

Clearly, I married up. Most importantly, from the beginning, Marcela and I have shared goals that we achieved together. First and foremost, we wanted to be self-made. We made it a point to not accept any help along the way—we insisted on making it on our own. We craved independence and wanted to live life on our terms and not to be beholden to anyone or anything. We would do what we wanted, when we wanted, where we wanted.

We thrived on our passions. We aspired to pursue careers that would stimulate and reward us. For Marcela, that meant being a presidential campaign consultant in some of the most dangerous countries in Latin America: Venezuela, Colombia, Bolivia, Panama, and the Dominican Republic.

The most memorable call that I ever received from Marcela was on election day in Venezuela. Marcela called me on Sunday night as I was watching sports on TV. The kids weren’t home. She told me that she was being chased in the streets of Caracas by the police, who were under direction from Chavez to seize her computer. Marcela had been in Caracas as an election monitor, and she had data that showed Chavez and his team had stolen the election. She was eluding the Venezuelan police by jumping from rooftop to rooftop—it sounded like something straight out of Mission: Impossible. When I asked her if she was okay, she said she was fine and that it was all kind of exciting. Then she said she had something important to tell me. Hmmm… I thought, waiting anxiously for tearful last words or vows of love.

Then she said that, no matter what happened to her that night, it was vital that she send her client the invoice for her trip, and she gave me an invoice and bank routing directions for her client.

All that was on Marcela’s mind was getting paid. I call that true love.




KEY MOMENTUM LESSONS





	Maintaining momentum requires a partner who will be supportive and optimistic at all times.

	Building momentum requires a high degree of independence.

	Most importantly, momentum requires a value system that has a “never say no” mentality. Taking advantage, confidence, and, above all, unconditional love are paramount to momentum.





You can see where I’m going with this. I learned the power of momentum because it was there in my own life every step of the way. I carry those early lessons with me as guiding principles. I want to share the secret of momentum in every arena of life. It might surprise you.

Remember this: It’s never been easier to control your momentum. It’s never been easier to impact your mass and velocity. You have to speak the language and follow the science.






PART 1 THE SCIENCE OF MOMENTUM







CHAPTER ONE THE PROPULSION FORMULA


I was sitting on the set of a TV studio in late 2015 when I started to panic. As a pollster and analyst, I was used to sharing my predictions, but in the early months of the 2016 election season, my analytics were crashing. The numbers didn’t seem to matter. The percentages were useless. Predictions were futile. A new kind of candidate, Donald Trump, had surged onto the scene, and he had defied every rule of politics I knew. He was using social media like a Kardashian. He was embracing controversy while his opponents were avoiding it like the plague. He was operating like a brand more than a politician. How the hell could I measure that?

That moment was the origin of my quest to decode momentum. Suddenly, the age of polling—of analysis by the survey numbers—was over. Instead, we were living in the age of momentum as a measure of success.

In the age of momentum, the concept of “tipping points” seems almost quaint and like watching black-and-white TV or movies. When the author Malcolm Gladwell published his hit book The Tipping Point: How Little Things Can Make a Big Difference in 2000, it blew people away. Everyone was enamored of tipping points as the secret catalyst to success. Just think—one little shift, one moment, one special connection, one piece of vital information could bring a slow burn to a boil, propelling a person or company or idea into the stratosphere! It was an irresistible notion.

Unfortunately, Gladwell’s ideas may have been good at describing the past, but they are not relevant today. Gladwell claimed that one’s ability to reach a tipping point depended on two associations—with connectors, people who could make the right introductions and establish the best networks; and with mavens, information brokers who shared their knowledge. This was an old-school way of thinking. If you’re tiptoeing into a process, waiting for the “aha” moment or point of impact, you’ve already lost. With today’s social media, we live in a world when everyone is a maven and a connector. And to turn the world upside down even more, the “traditional” media has made reporting on social media a story.

Donald Trump didn’t get momentum through connections, and we know he didn’t get it through information gathering. He didn’t light a thousand candles; he set off a bomb. His momentum was explosive. Kylie Jenner is one of the most successful entrepreneurs of our time—all because she can go directly to her consumers. Her momentum comes because she is a connector and maven.
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