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ADVANCE PRAISE


“The world is not suffering from a cynicism shortage. In fact, more of the generous naivety described in Joshua’s book is exactly what we need right now.”


—Seth Godin, Author, The Song of Significance


“Dare to Be Naive is full of engaging stories, humor, and practical advice. For those who strive to take on the complex challenge of evolving company culture, it’s like having a mentor by your side.”


—Marissa Rodgerson, Head of Innovation Strategic Design and Research, Wells Fargo


“Behavior change is hard because we’re often in the dark about what makes us tick. Dare to Be Naive provides a simple framework to help you discover the beliefs that shape your behavior and the behaviors of those around you.”


—Aaron Dignan, Entrepreneur, Podcast Host, and Author of Brave New Work


“Our behaviors and beliefs power much of the success we experience in business and life. When we pause and create space to reflect on what we believe, we realize some of those beliefs are self-limiting. Through anecdotes and provocative business ideas, this book will help you create that space.”


—Nir Eyal, WSJ Bestselling Author of Indistractable and Hooked


“Dare to Be Naive blew me away. Joshua’s take on mission-driven leadership is inspirational and focuses on the importance of leading with empathy, compassion, and a clear sense of purpose. The book is filled with practical advice and actionable steps that any leader can implement immediately. I appreciated the real-life stories and examples of leaders who have successfully implemented these strategies. This is a resource for anyone who wants to improve their leadership skills and create a more positive and purposeful workplace culture. Enjoy the ride!”


—McKell Purnell, VP Human Capital, Omaha Public Power District


“Having worked with Joshua for several years, Joshua has stretched my own thinking, creativity, and introspection as a leader. Joshua is an innovator that cares about people and has a unique approach to solving problems and helping others. His insights are relevant to individual leaders as well as to teams.”


—Eric Mooss, CEO, Bryan Medical Center


“The wise leader moves beyond ‘either/or’ thinking and begins to embrace more of the ‘both/and.’ Through compelling stories, business practices, and provocative questions, Joshua creates space for leaders to explore their emerging wisdom.”


—Chip Conley, Hospitality Entrepreneur and NYT Bestselling Author


“My initial inclination to the word naive is quite negative. I grew up in a rural area near a small community. People took care of each other. I was VERY naive—and later called out for it. After college and now years in business, I have become quite jaded. Trust does not come easy. After reading your book, I feel more equipped to identify beliefs that may be limiting, question them, and let my authenticity (maybe even naivete) into the room again. I’m looking forward to this journey of unlearning and choosing a path that leads to the new ROI (personally and professionally).”


—Peggy Christensen, Enterprise Software & Data Services Manager, Hamilton Telecommunications


“Dare to Be Naive gives you a shot of inspiration and just the right questions to help you think bigger about your life and business. I hadn’t thought about many of the ideas Joshua brings up before I read this book, but I’m better for it.”


—Diana Kander, NYT Bestselling Author and Keynote Speaker on curiosity and innovation
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To Chloe, Logan, Gavin, and Daphne—May you always make space to listen to that authentic voice inside of you. Go to the limits of your longing—the world needs more of You in it.
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Love says “I am everything.”


Wisdom says “I am nothing.”


Between the two, my life flows.


—NISARGADATTA MAHARAJ














Introduction


I dare you to be more naive.


Not willfully ignorant. Just more authentic and genuine, the original meaning of the word naive.


To dream bigger, be more curious, and focus more on what is possible in your life, in business, and in the world.


Many of the successful leaders I interviewed for this book used the phrase “this might sound naive …” and then proceeded to share an amazing idea, business practice, or truth.


If you are like them, you might fear being seen as naive. Maybe you use the word as a qualifier for some of your best ideas. In fact, you may have been told more than once in your life that you shouldn’t be so naive.


Where did we learn this? What do we gain by holding this belief that we shouldn’t be naive? And, more importantly, what do we lose?


I feared being seen as naive most of my life, at least in the negative sense of the word. I always wanted to be the smartest person in the room, and admittedly, there are times I still do. I would put on a mask and not share my true thoughts if they sounded outside of the mainstream. Any voice in my head that couldn’t be backed up by a rational argument was shunned. I thought this was the way to truly be successful and was often rewarded for this behavior in family, work, and school.


Eventually, I learned that this fear of being naive was actually preventing me from having a greater impact in business and life.




LESSONS FROM THE PRODUCE AISLE


My first boss was a man named Craig. He was the store director of a large grocery retailer.


When I was sixteen, Craig promoted me to a supervisory position, well before I was ready and much younger than the corporate offices typically preferred. It was a bold move on his part, and I’m sure there were raised eyebrows at headquarters. Over the course of the next couple of years, Craig continued to spot and affirm my potential. He created the space for me to try new ideas and made it a safe place, even if I failed. I saw him invest in many other employees in similar ways.


Craig was always full of big, unconventional ideas on how to help the community. During my time working for him, I saw Craig champion citywide Easter egg hunts, community concerts, and countless scholarships, donations, and employment opportunities for the young and old alike. The ideas didn’t always make immediate traditional business sense, and the main competitor in town thought Craig was naive. There were times he invited me to help, and I declined for fear of what others would think.


Craig had an interesting air about him. It was a mix of curiosity, energy, and wonderment, sprinkled with a sense of hope and optimism. Later in life, I eventually got the opportunity to ask Craig more about why he invested in me and others the way he did.


“I knew that taking care of the people who worked there, and taking care of the community, was the right thing to do. It just felt right. And often, if I took care of them, they’d take care of me.”


He chose to be a little naive, and maybe that isn’t always a bad thing. Craig set numerous company sales records and was eventually inducted into the company Hall of Fame not once, but twice. He consistently generated a strong return on investment while creating another ROI—Ripples of Impact—in the world.


I would go on to work at this grocery store chain for almost eight years, serving in a variety of management positions. Not every leader I met there embodied Craig’s “it just felt right” view on people or community, but several did, and I’ve run into even more leaders like them over the last twenty-five years.


What causes leaders to invest in the growth of their people with such trust or faith? Why do they act this way? How do certain leaders naively “give first” to their customers, employees, or community with no promise it will be returned? And why are so many others reluctant to? What beliefs need to shift for more of these stories to happen in the first place?


In essence, what would happen if stories of successful, authentic leaders who created Ripples of Impact became the norm, not the exception?


Thankfully over the last two decades, including the last nine years as the cofounder and CEO of Econic, I’ve begun to hear these stories more and more. Our teams have helped numerous Fortune 500 companies with their culture, growth, and innovation efforts. I’ve assisted over one hundred start-up companies in understanding the basics of getting their businesses off the ground. And I’ve done this work in over twenty countries. Over the years, I’m seeing more of these Craig-like beliefs and stories become embedded in the systems and norms of organizations.


The result?


Traditional business growth and ROI, coupled with entire organizations actively showing concern for the care and growth of each other—concern for their employees, their communities, and the planet, regardless of if people perceive it as naive.







CHOOSE NAIVE


Most people think being naive, especially in business, is a bad thing. But based on my experiences, I’ve seen an intentional, chosen naivete lead to better business and a more fulfilled life. It is a return to elements of a childlike naivete rooted in something deeper we’ll explore in this book. Beginning to admit what you don’t know, setting your ego aside, and being open to the possibility that you’re connected to others and this planet in a way that challenges logical explanation sounds more like emerging wisdom, not ignorance.


In this book, you’ll learn why we fear being seen as naive and how to question that fear, especially so you can harness the positive attributes of a chosen naivete: curiosity, trust, authenticity, and optimism. Successful business leaders today need to develop a growth mindset and better emotional intelligence. This book will help you on that journey.


For those of you skeptical about a more conscientious, interconnected—and dare I say, heart-centered—approach to business, you are not alone. The current, industrial-age-inspired approaches to business have resulted in incredible gains in health, comfort, and prosperity for many people. That success should be honored and not torn down, but evolved.


We can’t ignore the way most business is done today, especially in large corporations, which is creating an incredible burden on our environment and our society. Unfortunately, business leaders often fear being labeled as naive if they pursue social good while pursuing profits. And yet, we need leaders to lean into this chosen naivete to make the largest Ripples of Impact. Times are changing; how and why money is made is increasingly as important as how much money is made. More and more employees, customers, and business leaders agree.


Business has a major role in improving our society. According to a recent PwC study, 71 percent of large organizations are taking a good, hard look at how to evolve their business to do good while in pursuit of profit. Why? For some, they sound like Craig—“it just feels right.” For others, it’s because consumers and employees are demanding it. And for the pure capitalists at heart, more and more organizations are proving, as you’ll see in this book, how doing good in business is actually good for business.


In his 2018 letter to CEOs, BlackRock CEO Larry Fink observes that “society is demanding that companies … serve a social purpose,” and argues that without such purpose, “no company … can achieve its full potential.” The world’s largest for-profit investor declared “to prosper over time, every company must not only deliver financial performance, but also show how it makes a positive contribution to society. Companies must benefit all of their stakeholders, including shareholders, employees, customers, and the communities in which they operate.”


The world is always evolving, and so is how we lead. What follows is a carefully curated collection of stories I believe will inspire you just as they did me. For those of you who feel like you get mislabeled as naive because of your sense of trust, hope, and wonder, you will find peers and fellow business “rebels with a cause” in these stories.









WHAT TO EXPECT


The first chapter of this book will reintroduce you to the word naive and the history of its hijacking. You’ll then learn the true story of a reluctant businessman and how his “naive” approach to business is changing the world. Next, you’ll learn a simple approach to help you reflect on how your beliefs and those in business are evolving. If you’re like me, you have limiting beliefs about yourself. Evolving those beliefs is key to less stress, more success, and greater Ripples of Impact in your work and personal life.


The second part of the book consists of short stories and examples of evolving, successful business practices some might call naive. Each chapter includes an invitation for you to practice reflection on the examples provided. I don’t think you need another book telling you what new leadership traits you should adopt. Instead, I want to share with you an approach that gets you thinking critically and helps you adapt.


The end of the book will provide you with practical exercises on how to put new ideas and beliefs into action, inspired by my work with innovators and leaders in behavior change. It takes wisdom and courage to unlearn, relearn, and evolve, and I believe you have it in you to do this.









YOUR INVITATION


We need to reframe our idea of being naive, so consider this your invitation to reflect and act courageously. To be inspired by the stories and tactics of businesses and leaders who have chosen to prioritize things other than maximizing their own self-interest. Leaders who don’t believe this is all just a zero-sum game. Leaders who are generating a different ROI—Ripples of Impact—and are still able to get a remarkable return on investment.


These are stories of leaders—probably like you—who see the evolution of business as one of the best shots we have at leaving a better world for our children and our children’s children. Can you envision all of that good in business and people?


Dare to be naive with me.















Part 1 THE CONCEPT





It is not enough to be busy; so are the ants. The question is: What are we busy about?


—Henry David Thoreau














Chapter 1 Naive: A Fresh Take on an Old Word



“What are you doing? You have to lock the car in this neighborhood! Are you naive?”


I had only been driving for a couple years, and this was my first real trip to the city. I was going to see a concert featuring the band Everclear. We had just parked at the Sokol Auditorium in an older neighborhood of Omaha, Nebraska. I turned to my friend, shrugged, and went back to lock the car.


Coming from a midwestern town of twenty thousand people, there were many times when my car sat unlocked. Either consciously or subconsciously, I was trusting that I was in a safe environment.


I don’t know if it was my youth or my limited experiences or if it was just engrained in who I was. I think when we are younger, most of us are more trusting and less jaded.


We are more trusting of others, but also more trusting of ourselves and our untested abilities. This makes us more curious to try and learn, which for many people nurtures a virtuous cycle of safety, trust, and self-confidence.


As we grow up, we’re often taught by those with more age and experience (or a louder microphone) that the world is less safe than we thought. And as such, that there is an expected way to do things, more mature and normal; that those who aren’t like you should be approached with caution; and that veering even slightly off the beaten path—well, that’s just naive. We are inundated with this message throughout our lives, and it becomes especially extreme in business.


“If you give those union workers an inch, they’re going to take a mile.”


“Make sure you get a contract signed with them and our lawyers are put on alert. We need to have a way to litigate this if it starts to go bad.”


“This younger generation is lazy. They need more accountability and discipline.”


“You just can’t trust those people working from home. We need them back in the office so I can see they’re actually working.”


These are all statements I’ve heard in the past few years that highlight some common practices and beliefs in traditional businesses. At face value, these statements are neither blatantly nor absurdly false.


And yet, for many, encountering statements like these raises questions and doubts. But actually challenging these statements and ideas is another matter. Imagine yourself in a meeting with your peers or leaders, standing up to pronounce:


“Let’s give the union workers as much as they say they need.”


“Maybe we don’t need a heavy contract with this group. I trust them.”


“I was wrong. I think this younger generation just has different motivations than us.”


“People working from home can be trusted, even if we can’t walk by their desk and see them.”


For some of you, that exercise might have been easy. Maybe you would have even taken some of those ideas further. For others, you wouldn’t have dared to speak those thoughts, even if they popped into your mind. Others would judge you as too idealistic or optimistic, not fully rooted in “reality.” Fear of being seen as naive or not in alignment with “the way we do things around here” are powerful demotivators. We’ve evolved as humans in a way that mostly favors those who stick with the tribe, who don’t rock the boat.


I’m right there with you. For the longest time, being seen as “smart” was a core part of my identity that had been recognized and rewarded throughout my life. I worked hard at not being seen as naive.


For example, I used to have a habit of presenting my boldest, most “naive” ideas as someone else’s, just to protect myself from the possibility that the idea might not be embraced as I’d hoped. Rather than outright claiming an opinion or idea, I would fabricate an opening like, “I heard someone say recently …” Speaking what I really believed felt at times unwise, especially when it came from a place others would deem as naivete.


And yet, here I am, advocating for exactly that. With the way the world continues to change and evolve, we unquestionably need more people willing to speak up and act on beliefs others might deem naive, idealistic, or unrealistically optimistic. By editing ourselves, we explicitly cut out the most special things any person has to offer—our unique insights synthesized from a lifetime of experience, our instinctive leaps of genius. By screening ourselves to present only the rational case accepted within the mainstream, we eliminate the option for transformational leaps.


One way to address this is by reexamining our relationship with the word naive. To start with, the meaning and usage of the word have evolved in a way that few of us realize, and that is not always to our benefit. More precisely, “It ain’t what it used to be.”




A RETURN TO NAIVETE


Today, the word naive is typically defined as “lacking worldly experience, wisdom, or judgment; unsophisticated.” With that definition, it’s easy to see why anyone would fear being labeled as naive. In English, we adopted the word directly from French in the late 1500s. And the French in turn adapted the word naive from the Latin word nativus a few centuries before that.


So, what did that root word originally imply? The Latin word nativus means “natural, native, imparted at birth.” Other sources add descriptions of nativus like “not artificial, genuineness, authenticity.”


The word naive didn’t actually imply something negative until a few hundred years ago, well after it was already being used in English in a more neutral or positive way. In the seventeenth century, we see the first recorded uses of the word naive to imply someone as a fool or unsophisticated. This happens to coincide with the Age of Enlightenment, the Scientific Revolution, and shortly thereafter, the Industrial Age. In an era dominated by reason and colonialism, those who were “native” or not keeping up with the times were looked down upon. While the unfortunate evolution of the word makes sense, it does not serve us to dismiss intuitive, natural, or native wisdom.1


I know a lot of leaders today who are trying to be genuine, authentic, and not artificial. Yet they struggle to act on those things that just feel like the right thing to do. They stifle something innate—nativus. Yet when a thought arises that we’re hesitant to speak aloud for fear of being judged as naive, we can’t let go of that thought. Instead, we must consider whether it might be coming from a deeper wisdom, something that’s been inside us from the start.









MANAGING THE SPECTRUM


The Oxford English Dictionary describes naivete as an apparent or actual lack of experience and sophistication, often describing a neglect of pragmatism in favor of moral idealism. But we do not in fact need to choose between pragmatism and moral idealism. This is a false dichotomy. Instead, these are polarities or tensions to be managed. Think of it more like a spectrum.


[image: A horizontal line is shown. On the left end of the line is the word, 'Pragmatic.' On the right end of the line is the word, 'Naïve.']


What are the positives associated with being pragmatic? For starters, you might be seen as responsible, grounded, and reliable. If you take pragmatism to the extreme, where it starts to become cynical and pessimistic, you might encounter more of the negatives associated with it. You might miss out on real opportunities or feel more anxious or depressed than normal—even your overall health may suffer. In some studies, cynicism is linked to higher rates of heart disease and cancer-related deaths.


On the other side, what are the positives associated with being naive? It can lead to greater curiosity and ideas of what is possible. Being more genuine and authentic can result in less stress and feeling more grounded. But if you take naivete to the extreme, where it borders on ignorance, people manipulate your trust or gullibility and take advantage of you.


Where are you on this spectrum? And is it fixed, or could it shift?


When it comes to beliefs like this, there is no absolute right or wrong—just a spectrum to be managed. Any position you take along the spectrum will create gains and losses. In chapter 4, you’ll learn a framework to help you with this.


Even though you’re barely into this book, I’m betting you can already guess: I lean more toward the naive side of the spectrum. I believe you, dear reader, are innately good and worthy of trust. If the situation seems to suggest the opposite, I usually believe I need to squint a little better to see the good. Or I consider the conditions in life that have made those parts of you harder to find, but I know you’re absolutely not a lost cause.


And I bring this perspective into practically every decision I make. I know I’m going to get taken advantage of 1 or 2 percent of the time. But in my experience, it makes the other 98 and 99 percent of life a lot better. Do I put my wallet out on the front doorstep every night? Nope. But do I do a lot of business off of just a handshake and provide a level of transparency to the people in our company that makes our accountants and my peers nervous? Yup.


“Wow, Josh, you really are naive. And we already read you grew up in a small midwestern town, so you’re proving the point of the current definition of naivete: unworldly and unsophisticated.”
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