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Change is inevitable. Growth is optional.

—JOHN C. MAXWELL




PREFACE


That nothing is static or fixed, that all is fleeting and impermanent, is the first mark of existence.

—PEMA CHÖDRÖN



When was the last time change hit your life?

I’m guessing it was pretty recent. Most likely earlier today, at the latest perhaps yesterday. It may have been a big change, or it may have been small. It may have been a change you precipitated, or at least opted into, or it may have clobbered you out of nowhere, beyond your control. Schedule changes, job changes, changes in your family’s health or well-being, organizational changes, environmental changes, political changes, changing expectations … it all hits close to home.

On the one hand, change is universal and inevitable. Regardless of your age, profession, culture, beliefs, traditions, goals, or anything else, change predates humans and has shaped the entirety of history. Indeed, the primary reason you’re alive is because of it!

On the other hand, change is disorienting. Too often it leaves you feeling unmoored, reeling and adrift. Too much change hijacks your ability to show up to life fully today and influences how you perceive the future.

Humans really struggle with change, especially change we did not choose. We resist it, we fear it, and we mistakenly believe we can control it. The more you try to keep change at bay, the more it shows up and the harder it bangs on the door. Despite our best efforts to prevent it, change happens.

And it’s not just change; it’s today’s ever-increasing pace of change too. Taken together, it can feel relentless and sometimes just a bit (or way, way, way) too much.

It feels like we should have hit peak change by now, no?

But the simple fact is: around every corner—whether that corner is this afternoon, next week, next quarter, next year, or next century—there is more change. The future is not more stability or more certainty. The future is more uncertainty, more unpredictability, and more unknowns.

To thrive in this world in flux, we need to radically reshape our relationship to uncertainty and flip the script (don’t worry, you’ll learn what this means) to sustain a healthy and productive outlook. Flux: 8 Superpowers for Thriving in Constant Change shows you how to do exactly this, and how to help others do so too. It is a book to be shared, revisited, and passed along when change hits yet again. It is not a book about “change management” or any one “kind” of change. Rather, it is about reorienting one’s attitude towards uncertainty and the unknown, and learning to see every change as an opportunity, not a threat—today, tomorrow, and from here on out. In other words, Flux is a book for these times and all time.

Part personal guidebook, part strategic roadmap, and part blank canvas for discovery, Flux provides a refreshing, unconventional take on navigating change today and far into the future. Each of the eight Flux Superpowers helps you see differently, grounds you in your truth, and empowers you to thrive—no matter what changes come your way.

Whether you’re leading an organization or a team, building or rethinking your career, forging new relationships, seeking peace, or simply feeling unsure about what to do next, you’ll gain tools and insights for how to think, learn, work, live, and lead better with a Flux Mindset. Flux shows you how to slow down responsibly, identify what really matters, make wise decisions, and let go of the rest. Flux challenges your assumptions and expectations in ways that enable you to lean into the future with hope rather than fear, and with clarity and confidence anchored in what makes you, you.

Are you ready?




INTRODUCTION

WHO MOVED MY FUTURE?

“April, are you sitting down?”

In the early evening of June 6, 1994, I was standing in the foyer of a rambling Victorian-era house in Oxford, England, home to a motley crew of students from around the world. I had spent the afternoon doing laundry and packing, preparing to lead a student trip for the summer. The sun dappled the window with a view to the garden. I had one more year of college and was so excited for this next adventure.

The voice on the phone was firmer this time: “April, I need you to sit down.”

My sister had called out of the blue, from halfway around the world. We were not close, and I couldn’t figure out why she would be calling. I had so many things I wanted to do before departure. Didn’t she know that?

“April, Mom and Dad were killed in a car accident yesterday. You need to come home now.”

I sat down. My eyes glazed over. The ground gave way beneath me. I tried to scream, but nothing came out. Then I tried again, and it shook the house.

You might imagine where this story heads: my entire world was thrown upside down (or today I would say, it was thrown into flux). My roots were uprooted; my guiding lights went dark.

In that moment, time stood still: the future was going to be wildly different than I’d imagined, or than my parents imagined, or than it had looked a year earlier, or even an hour earlier.

In that moment, my sister and I were suspended in the unknown, not really knowing what to do next.

Never did I imagine that so many other people might someday feel like that.

OUR NEW-NOW-NEXT-NEVER NORMAL

Fast-forward to today: at home and around the world, it’s an era to remember. Globally, we’ve witnessed the worst pandemic since 1918, some of the worst economic straits since the early 1930s, the greatest food insecurity in decades, and a climate catastrophe unprecedented in modern human history. In the United States, this is compounded by social tensions on a scale not seen since 1968. Any one of these crises is enough to shake things up. All of them happening at the same time … is something else entirely.

We’re living in a world in flux. The workplace is in flux. Climate is in flux. Organizations are in flux. Careers are in flux. Education, learning, and schools are in flux. Public health is in flux. Planetary health is in flux. Social cohesion is in flux. Financial markets are in flux. Weather patterns are in flux. Family life is in flux. Democracy is in flux. Dreams are in flux. Expectations are in flux. And I have no doubt you could add several more examples to this list. The sheer scope of what’s shifting and unknown is simultaneously awe-inspiring and downright daunting.

And it’s not just what is changing; it’s how fast the world we’ve known is evolving. The pace of change has never been as fast as it is today, and yet, it is likely to never again be this slow.1 (Pause for a moment and let that sink in. I’ll wait.)

The world feels upside down not just because of a pandemic, or a catastrophic natural disaster, or the upcoming academic year, or a job in limbo. This book isn’t a magic wand that—poof!—makes these things disappear.


What is most in flux right now?

This is a simple exercise to get your creative flux juices flowing.

1. Without overthinking it, write a list of all the things that are upside down in your life right now. Think micro and macro, from small shifts in daily routines to future unknowns.

2. Rank them, if you’d like. Do you notice any common themes?

3. What emotions come up? Excitement, anxiety, curiosity, confusion … these are all equally valid.

4. Notice if different kinds of flux yield different responses, or if your responses change at different times.

Hold on to this list as you read this book.



This book is rooted in the simple fact that around every corner, there is more change. The future is not more stable; the future is more uncertain.

The future itself is in flux.

Humans are not accustomed to this degree of upside-downness. We can be incredibly adaptable when we’re forced to be, but on the whole, we much prefer stability and familiarity. Even people who embrace chaos tend to do so knowing that they can rely on some things not changing. Yet if flux is our “new-now-next-never normal,” then we need to be ready for—and have the tools to flourish in—this new reality. This book is designed to help you do just that.

WHAT THE FLUX?!

Flux is both a noun and a verb. As a noun, its most common contemporary definition is “continuous change.”2 As a verb, to flux means “to cause or learn to become fluid.”3 Hence we’re living in a world of flux (noun), and we’d do well not merely to flex our mental muscles but to flux (verb) them too.

Take a moment to observe your life and the world today. In some ways, life is unfolding at warp speed. You had a life program and now it’s stalled, or maybe gone. Your company had a strategy, your team had a plan, your family had a schedule … and it’s been flipped on its head, overnight.

Yet in other ways, it’s as though the world were standing still: paralyzed, unsure of what to do or what comes next. And it’s not just the world: perhaps you feel stuck, frustrated, anxious, and in limbo too.

Taken together, this reality—of speeding up and slowing down simultaneously, of chronic uncertainty and unknowns—can be infuriating, disorienting, and unnerving. But do not despair: it’s simply time to learn how to flux.

NOT ALL CHANGE IS CREATED EQUAL

To be sure, “change” is not one-size-fits-all. There are big changes and small changes, internal changes and external changes, personal changes and professional changes, family changes and company changes, changes in nature and changes in society. Changes can be completely visible or nearly imperceptible—yet still have significant effects. The same change can be marvelous for one person and miserable for another. You may love change in your personal life, while you may hate change in your workplace. Or vice versa. And of course, it may depend on changing circumstances.

There are many kinds of change that most people undertake willingly, even joyfully: entering a new relationship, moving to a new city, starting a family, trying a new sport, and so on. However, choosing to change is a very different experience than having change imposed externally. Decades ago, renowned family therapist Virginia Satir developed a five-stage model of change, which underscored the fact that humans typically go along with change so long as it benefits us.4 We willingly embrace change when we’re given a choice and we like the perceived results. Or, as systems thinker Peter Senge says, “We don’t resist change. We resist being changed.”

But here is the hook: by and large, a world in flux is about those changes you don’t get to choose. There is no opting in; they just happen, ready or not.

In an ideal world, of course, change is a choice, both individually and organizationally. If we’re really lucky, we’re prepared for it: it’s expected change. But this kind of neat-and-tidy change that’s easy to deal with and often even welcome reflects only a fraction of the changes we must grapple with today. What about the rest? That’s what this book is about.

In a world in flux, we must learn to be comfortable with the reality that around the next corner is more change, much of which is unexpected, beyond our power to choose, or both. It’s about a shift: from struggling with such change to harnessing and developing an eagerness to use it well.

THE THEORY OF FLUX

A world in flux did not magically show up one day. Change has been a universal constant since time immemorial. But our understanding of it, and how we’ve been taught to deal with it (or not), has evolved over time, driven largely by cultural norms, expectations, and available technologies.

As with most things in life, how we think about change is influenced by how we are socialized. Where, how, and with whom did you grow up? What were you taught to believe is important, and what was frowned upon? How were you taught to define success and failure? Were you taught to fear change or to embrace it?

Each and every one of us, for our entire lives, in some way has been following a script. There’s not one script, of course: there are myriad scripts, each unique to your own experience, though this can be hard to remember sometimes—especially if you feel stuck inside your own head, just trying to get through the day as more change bangs on the door and walks in, uninvited.

Your script may be shaped by being part of an immigrant family or a family that’s been in your hometown for generations. Your script may be shaped by immense privilege or by accidents of birth that are the opposite of privilege and set you up to have to work harder than other people. It may be shaped by chronic pain, or trauma, or perfect health. It may be shaped by a sense of belonging, or being chronically overlooked, or outright inequality. It may be shaped by living through war, times of peace, or an existential crisis.

Although each person’s script is different, everyone’s script is shaped by the same forces unfurling and the universal experience of being human. And with rare exceptions, your script is clear.

For many people, your script tells you to work hard and stay the course—whatever that “course” may be. It probably tells you to get good grades, go to a prestigious university, and get hired by a prestigious company. It may tell you to follow in your parents’ footsteps. For a big subset of people, your script tells you that success is at the top of a corporate ladder, so you should climb it rung by rung and become CEO. Voilà: the definition of and recipe for “making it.”

This script probably also teaches you that more is better, vulnerability is a sign of weakness, and the fastest person wins—so you should run fast. It may teach you to go where everyone else is—you need to fit in!—and that no one (other than perhaps blood family) can really be trusted.

Oftentimes, your script applauds you for acquiring money and toys. It usually doesn’t pay more than passing attention to Mother Earth or ancient wisdom, however, while it does tend to see new technologies as a sort of panacea.

In many ways this script cheers you on for achieving goals set by society. By and large it doesn’t ask you what you want; it takes care of that for you. Perhaps you’ve tried to consult your inner voice about this, but your script drowned that out. In fact, for this script to work, your inner voice must be silent.

This script doesn’t tell you everything, of course—especially when you’re young. For example, it doesn’t tell you that a corporate ladder can also be a kind of escalator that can trap you. When you want to get off the ladder, you find you’re stuck: beneath student debt, mortgage payments, an expensive car lease to keep up with your colleagues, or your next promotion. It doesn’t tell you that privilege is a head start up this escalator. It doesn’t tell you why it’s so hard for many people to get on this escalator or how many people desperately want to get off it.

In fairness, the script just painted is a bit of a stereotype, and that’s intentional. (Another twist: until recently, this was overwhelmingly a man’s script.) I get that reality is far more nuanced. But the point is: every single person has a script. And for quite some time this script held. It’s been passed down so often that it’s taken for granted.

And then.

And then, the way things worked flipped upside down. A world in flux arrived. Boom.

Some of this change has been creeping up for years, yet we’ve been (or pretended to be) blind to it. Some of it hit like a full-speed locomotive, an instantaneous body blow. Some of it may have been hard to grasp, even if your inner voice had long felt uneasy.

Whatever the case, the old scripts broke. Your script, my script, and many other people’s scripts are no longer fit for today’s world—or one could say, they are fit for a world that’s no longer there. But even so, they have a really long tail. Old ways of being and seeing the world tend to stick around long after they’ve lost their utility. They’re still in our consciousness, and we still make decisions according to outdated filters because we haven’t actually swapped them out yet.

And this is where Flux comes in. Individually and collectively, we are in the early stages of writing new scripts that are fit for a world in flux.

While the old script was written by others for you to follow, your new script is written by you, for you to become. Your new script contains what grounds you and orients you and makes you, you—even when everything else changes.

The Theory of Flux reveals the relationships between your old and new scripts, specifically how to transform an old script into a new script that’s fit for today’s world of constant change. This theory can be summarized in three steps, each of which is explained below and shows up throughout the book:


Step 1: Open a Flux Mindset

Step 2: Use your Flux Mindset to unlock the eight Flux Superpowers

Step 3: Apply your Flux Superpowers to write your New Script



Remember: just as everyone’s old script is unique, so will your new script reflect what is uniquely you. The Theory of Flux demonstrates how you can best groove a Flux Mindset and develop your Flux Superpowers to thrive, no matter what change comes your way.

MINDSET ORIGINS: NERVOUS SYSTEMS, ANXIETY, AND GROWTH

Before digging into a Flux Mindset, let’s explore how one’s mind gets “set.” Where does one’s mindset come from, and what drives it?

One answer comes from our neurobiology. We humans have two major nervous subsystems that work in tandem: the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems. They regulate the same set of internal body functions, but they have opposite effects. The sympathetic nervous system controls what many people know as the “fight, flight, or freeze” response and prepares the body for intense action, while the parasympathetic nervous system seeks to calm the body, sometimes known as the “rest and digest” function.

Normally, the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems work together as allies; each has a set of activities that it governs. At the risk of oversimplifying, if you’re being chased by a tiger, the sympathetic nervous system takes over; if you’re meditating, the parasympathetic nervous system is in charge. For most activities, however, a combination of the two is in play.

Our ever-accelerating world has thrown these systems out of balance. Specifically, we perceive ever more and more dangerous stimuli, which present ever more opportunities for the sympathetic nervous system to hijack our ability to respond appropriately. We are not being chased by tigers, but our bodies respond as if we were. Too many perceived tigers, and we lose the ability to calm down.

Today, it’s not just our individual nervous systems that get hijacked. Anxiety is now manifest at every level: individual, organizational, and societal. Many people feel anxious about their careers, family, well-being, bank accounts, children’s futures, or when the next calamity will strike. We have anxiety about our organizations’ values, resilience, culture, competitive landscape, and how business is done. At the broadest level, there is enormous societal anxiety around global warming, inequality, intolerance, and injustice. Moreover, digital technologies are correlated with increases in anxiety: the mere presence of your own smartphone reduces your available cognitive capacity.5

Leaders today face an onslaught of very good reasons to feel anxious. In my experience, anxiety and concern are part of many if not most leaders’ daily lives, even if they don’t express them externally. And even if you don’t personally self-identify as anxious, chances are extremely good that you have a colleague, friend, or family member who does.

I can relate. For the first forty-three years of my life, I didn’t know what not being anxious felt like. (I realized this only when I was asked to recall my first anxiety-free memory and came up empty-handed.) Not only that, but the more “successful” I became by external standards, the more anxious I felt inside. It was a never-ending and self-sabotaging spiral.

The fear, confusion, and shame that I felt led me to research anxiety further. What I learned was sobering. Close to 10 percent of the world population suffers from diagnosable anxiety, costing the global economy an estimated $1 trillion each year.6 In the United States, this figure rises to one in every four adults, while 63 percent of college students report having felt overwhelming anxiety in the last year.7

All of this was true before a pandemic, protests, natural disasters, lockdowns, disinformation, melting ice caps, social tensions, or take your pick of other shocks served to accelerate the loss of any sense of normalcy.

Of course, to some degree it is natural to feel anxious when the world is on edge. But if we’re looking at a future of constant change, then we must treat this as a society-wide anxiety crisis: an unspoken epidemic, which many people don’t want to believe so we don’t talk about it, yet the statistics and lived experiences tell another story.

In my case, the wake-up call about my relationship to anxiety was also a catalyst to better understand my own fraught relationship to change. I had been digging into flux already, but this experience blew the doors open on my learning and growth. This is also where a Flux Mindset comes in. A Flux Mindset knows how to flux in a world in flux.

STEP 1: OPEN A FLUX MINDSET

The first step in putting the Theory of Flux into action is to open a Flux Mindset. A Flux Mindset sees change as an opportunity, not a threat, by being clear and grounded in your values.

As we’ve seen, change is universal, but one’s experience of it is personal, contextual, and rooted in your script. For instance, you may love a change that someone else hates. Or what feels like change to you might feel like the status quo to someone else. Or a change that’s easy for someone else might be really difficult for you, and vice versa.

The challenge today is that in a world in flux, a vast range of scripts are breaking. It’s not just you: many, if not most, people are having to radically reassess this. We’re still clinging to an old, outdated script, when what’s actually needed is to write a new script. Opening a Flux Mindset is where and how you begin to do this.

You can think of a Flux Mindset as the state of mind, body, and spirit that grounds you and holds you when everything else changes. In practice, a Flux Mindset has several essential elements, including core values, comfort with paradox, and the ability to see uncertainty from a place of hope rather than fear. Keep in mind that these things play out at personal, organizational, team, community, and societal levels. While our primary focus is on your personal relationship to change and your own script—what grounds you?—we can also imagine, for example, cases of organizational flux in which a company’s core values are tested. (We’ll revisit these different layers of flux throughout the book.)

My own Flux Mindset took time and effort to develop. My Flux Mindset is rooted in an unwavering faith in humanity, which is related to a commitment to service and a deep, clear appreciation for diversity. (As you’ll learn, these values go back to my childhood, though I still had to learn how to align them with my script.) So when change hits, for example, or I’m racked by uncertainty, I immediately look to the wisdom of many different cultures (not limited to the ones I was raised in), and I reach out to help others. These things don’t automagically resolve my situation, but they do shape my relationship to change: other cultures help me see differently, including my expectations and goals, while serving others underscores humanity’s interdependence and helps me better understand my life story in context. Both tend to fill me with hope and wonder, rather than fear. Both remind me that there is no one way to “do” change. And both underscore that an effective relationship with change always begins from within. (Again, we’ll pick up these ideas throughout the book.)

Table 1 illustrates how some of the elements of a Flux Mindset play out more broadly. How do you typically see, or think about, these themes today? If any of these make a light bulb go off in your head, or trigger an intense reaction (good or bad), pay attention: that’s a signal that tells you something about your current script and relationship to change. I call this your “fluxiness.”

Flux Mindset: Oriented towards Change

A Flux Mindset builds on the concept of a growth mindset, developed by Stanford psychologist Carol Dweck more than thirty years ago and primarily applied to children’s ability to learn. A growth mindset reflects “the understanding that abilities and intelligence can be developed.” It is characterized by a belief that (1) you can get smarter, and (2) effort makes you stronger.8 This understanding drives motivation and achievement in profound ways. But it doesn’t address what happens when change hits. The Flux Mindset takes that step.

One of the key insights of a Flux Mindset—indeed, what gives it such tremendous power in today’s world—is its grounding. With a Flux Mindset, you are so grounded in your values and your new script that when change jostles (or even clobbers) your world, you can’t help but see it as an opportunity. Change is no longer threatening; it is both expected and often welcomed.

Table 1. Open a Flux Mindset




	HOW DO YOU SEE
	OLD MINDSET
	FLUX MINDSET





	Your life story
	Written by others, for you to follow
	Written by you, for you to become



	Life
	A ladder to climb
	A flowing river



	Career
	A path to pursue
	A portfolio to curate



	Expectations
	Determined externally, by others
	Determined internally, by you



	Goals
	Set in concrete, yet hard to attain
	Emergent and often blurry, yet rich with opportunity



	Measurements of success
	Rungs of the ladder
	Next steps and new insights



	Leadership
	Manage and control other people, “me”
	Unleash potential in others and yourself, “us”



	Power
	Top-down, guarded
	Bottom-up, dispersed



	Peers
	Competitors
	Allies and collaborators



	Vision
	Certainty
	Clarity



	Change
	Threat
	Opportunity



	Emotions associated with change
	Fear, anxiety, paralysis
	Hope, wonder, curiosity





Keep in mind that being grounded isn’t just about what is beneath you or what you stand on. Being grounded means having both stability and clarity. Stability gives you courage and helps you trust; clarity enhances your vision, guides your direction, and helps you focus. Both are part of your orientation, to change and the world. Your orientation includes what is around you, above you, and beyond you. It includes knowing where help is and where potential dangers lie. It is the basis of how you navigate: a day, a situation, a new place, a delicate conversation, or change in the world at large.


Your Flux Mindset Baseline

“Finding” your Flux Mindset isn’t as easy or obvious as you might think. If it were, I wouldn’t have written this book, and you probably wouldn’t be reading it. One place to start is by identifying your Flux Mindset Baseline.

This baseline is less a definition of your Flux Mindset than a diagnostic for your current relationship to change: your fluxiness. It is a tool to help guide you as you read this book, to help you see what triggers you (or not), and to identify which Flux Superpowers may be most helpful. Don’t worry about getting the “right” answers; there are none. Rather, pay attention to whatever comes up—including “I don’t know. I’ve never really thought about that before!”

Values / Inner Compass

▪ What gives you meaning and purpose? Has this changed over time, and if so, how?

▪ To whom and to what do you turn in times of uncertainty?

▪ To whom and to what are you committed, no matter what?

▪ What would “make you, you” if you were stripped of all your privilege?

▪ What would “make you, you” if your home and most cherished possessions burned up?

Reactions

▪ When something takes longer than expected, do you feel agitated, or do you appreciate the delay? (Chapter 1, Run Slower)

▪ If something can’t be measured, does it exist? (Chapter 2, See What’s Invisible)

▪ When you take a wrong turn and end up somewhere you’ve never been before (and had no intention of going), do you feel frustrated or intrigued by that new place? (Chapter 3, Get Lost)

▪ Can the average person be trusted? (Chapter 4, Start with Trust)

▪ When you give someone a gift, is that a loss or gain for you? (Chapter 5, Know Your “Enough”)

▪ What would be your professional identity if you lost your job today? (Chapter 6, Create Your Portfolio Career)

▪ When your smartphone is out of reach for an entire day, do you feel jittery or peaceful? (Chapter 7, Be All the More Human)

▪ Who and/or what do you believe is in control of your life? (Chapter 8, Let Go of the Future)

And finally:

▪ What one word best describes your relationship to change today?

Hold on to whatever comes up now. Come back to these questions as you read the book. See whether and how your baseline changes.



Consider for a moment how different cultures have learned to orient and navigate. For example:


• For centuries, the North Star and Southern Cross have helped explorers orient and guided their journeys. What is your North Star or Southern Cross in times of flux?

• Seafaring cultures learn how to read horizons, decipher clouds, and track waves. There is no “ground” to speak of, yet these sailors are intimately oriented with their surroundings. How do you surf the waves of change?

• In yoga philosophy, drishti is a focused gaze whose purpose is to develop concentration and keep your balance. The object of your drishti can be a dot on the wall, an object on the floor, or a pinpoint on the horizon. What is your drishti in a world in flux?



The North Star is above you. The horizon is beyond you. Your drishti is in front of you. None of these things is defined by physical land, yet they all orient you to your landscape and ground you within it.

When we get overwhelmed, we often feel disoriented. We lose our bearings, direction, and perspective. The more change hits, the easier it is to “lose your way”—and often the harder it is to find your way back.

Think of a Flux Mindset as your newly minted compass for change: it grounds you, orients you, and guides you when everything around you is moving. It’s your North Star, drishti, surf-board, and terra firma all at once. It is grounded in your core values, reflects your true self, and enables you to be yourself whatever changes may come.

If you’re wondering, “So what do I do about my Flux Mindset?,” you’re in the right place. Keep reading.

STEP 2: UNLOCK YOUR FLUX SUPERPOWERS

Once you’ve begun to open a Flux Mindset, or at least opened yourself to the idea that it’s time to forge a healthier relationship to change, you may be feeling antsy. Now what?

The next step in putting the Theory of Flux into action is to use your Flux Mindset to unlock the Flux Superpowers: the essential disciplines and practices that are fit for a world in flux, applied and integrated into your life.

The eight Flux Superpowers are:


1. Run Slower

2. See What’s Invisible

3. Get Lost

4. Start with Trust

5. Know Your “Enough”

6. Create Your Portfolio Career

7. Be All the More Human (and Serve Other Humans)

8. Let Go of the Future



Each of the Flux Superpowers helps you see change in new ways, develop new responses to change, and ultimately reshape your relationship to change. Together, they help you live your life with hope rather than fear, wonder rather than anxiety, and curiosity rather than paralysis. As each chapter makes clear, each superpower is useful on its own, and together they amplify each other.

In many cases, you already have these superpowers (or at least the seeds of them) within you. But they are often hidden, buried, or invisible. They have been socialized out of you by forces, people, and institutions defending the old script. With a Flux Mindset, it’s now time—and eminently possible—to uncover, rediscover, and apply them. Table 2, on the following page, provides a closer look.

The Flux Superpowers are like a Japanese bento box for the mind: each superpower is an exquisite, nutritious delicacy that can be consumed (practiced) on its own, and together the superpowers provide a nourishing, delicious full meal. Each superpower underscores your fluxiness in different and complementary ways. They represent a menu, not a syllabus.

Table 2. Scripts, Habits, and Superpowers




	OLD SCRIPT / OLD HABITS
	NEW SCRIPT / FLUX SUPERPOWERS





	Run Faster
	Run Slower



	Focus on What’s Visible
	See What’s Invisible



	Stay in Your Lane
	Get Lost



	Trust Nobody
	Start with Trust



	More = Better
	Know Your “Enough”



	Get a Job
	Create Your Portfolio Career



	Technology Knows Best
	Be All the More Human (and Serve Other Humans)



	Predict and Control the Future
	Let Go of the Future





For most people, certain Flux Superpowers will be easier (and harder) than others to develop, depending on what you bring to the table and the nature of your script. Similarly, each Flux Superpower can hold different weight for each person at different times in their life. For someone struggling with burnout, for example, learning how to run slower will likely be more important at the outset, while someone struggling with feeling out of control may wish to focus on letting go of the future. (As you learn to run slower, you’ll become more adept at letting go, and vice versa.) Regardless, none of the Flux Superpowers requires anything you don’t already have within you: no fancy technology, no genius IQ, not even an app.

The relationship between the Flux Superpowers and Flux Mindset is similar to a hub-and-spoke structure: the Flux Mindset is the hub, and the eight Flux Superpowers radiate from it (see Figure 1). The superpowers exist independently of one another, yet they are connected through the hub. When your Flux Mindset is opened, the Flux Superpowers can get to work.

Figure 1. Flux Mindset and Flux Superpowers

[image: Images]

Perhaps you’ve already noticed that there’s an unconventional twist to this: the Flux Superpowers are superpowers only if you have opened a Flux Mindset and believe that a new script is your best path forward. If you are stuck in the old script, then you will see the Flux Superpowers as liabilities, or unhinged somehow. You will say that to run slower is to be lazy, or to let go of the future is to give up. But this is not what the new script says at all.

Similarly, the new script does not say that you should never run fast or use technology at times. Nor does it imply that jobs don’t have merit or that we shouldn’t work hard. These charges take the Theory of Flux entirely out of context.

Rather, the new script—and by extension, the Theory of Flux—recognizes that we’ve been running far too long and too fast after things without stopping to consider whether doing so is wise or sustainable, or what we really even want. What are you running after, and why? Whose goals are you working towards, and do they truly reflect your best self?

The Flux Superpowers don’t manifest in the ways we’ve typically been taught, because they are part of a new, emerging script. But Flux Superpowers are just as much disciplines as their erstwhile counterparts, the Old Habits (that die hard). There is just as much (and some would say, far more) discipline involved in running slower than running ever faster on the hamster wheel. There is just as much (and again, some would say even more) discipline in letting go as in hanging on to assumptions that are past their prime. Peace is not passivity. These aha’s can be jarring, especially if you’ve got the old script etched in your mind. But with a new script, look out, world!

So let’s talk about that new script now, shall we?

STEP 3: WRITE YOUR NEW SCRIPT

The third and final step of putting the Theory of Flux into action is to apply your Flux Superpowers to write your New Script. Your new script enables you to transform your relationship to change and bring your best self to the world.

Just as each person’s old script is unique, based on each individual’s life experience, so will your new script reflect what is uniquely you. That’s one of the most exciting things about your new script: only you can write it! No one can write it for you, and no one can write the same script as you. It’s a custom fit!

I can’t predict exactly what your new script will say, but here are a few ways in which I often see Flux Superpowers translate into new scripts that are superadapted for a world in flux:


• When you learn to run slower, you begin to crave a calmer pace. Silence becomes a friend.

• When you learn to see what’s invisible, you discover marvelous new universes of opportunity—and that the old script made you blind to things you genuinely care about.

• When you learn to get lost, you begin to feel delight when things don’t go according to plan, when plans change, or when you have no clue what will happen next.

• When you learn to start with trust, you yearn for more trust. You’re better equipped to earn trust and allow others’ trustworthiness to shine through.

• When you know your “enough,” you begin living in abundance and take better care of yourself and others.

• When you learn to create a portfolio career, you immediately stop seeing work merely as “having (or getting) a job.” You no longer fret about losing a job and can position yourself confidently towards the future of work.

• When you learn to be fully, wholeheartedly human, your relationships with other people (and your mental health, and your sleep) improve. You’re finally able to recalibrate your relationship with technology too.

• When you learn to let go of the future, you find it looks brighter than ever.



Sounds pretty awesome, doesn’t it? And that’s not all.

Over time, these things—your new script, your Flux Superpowers, and your Flux Mindset—mutually reinforce one another. The more you develop one, the stronger and clearer the others become. You might think of this along the lines of 1+1=11.

The more you practice and hone your Flux Superpowers, the better you groove your Flux Mindset. By nurturing and cultivating your Flux Mindset, the more you can put your Flux Superpowers to full use.

I like to think of your Flux Mindset as a booster rocket for your life and your relationship to change. Your Flux Superpowers are rocket fuel. Both things are essential to bring your new script to life. They work in tandem: offering a never-ending, ever-evolving, incredibly exciting (and even out-of-this-world) journey through flux.

So whether you’re sizing up your career or taking a hard look at your values, rethinking a product design, leading an entire organization’s transformation, trying to inspire your colleagues, or simply trying to show up more fully in the world, applying your Flux Superpowers to write your new script empowers you to flux better.

MY JOURNEY TO FLUX

Ever since that pivotal June afternoon when my sister called, I’ve been fascinated by how we adapt to change: individually, organizationally, and societally. My crash course in grief included anxiety and panic attacks, as well as rebuilding my life and finding meaning—all different ways of adapting to change. Later I was exposed to futurism and complexity theory, which also seek to better understand and adapt to change … yet whose starting points are a world away from grief. Through it all, I continued to find inspiration and insight through travel, through learning about other cultures and what connects us: our shared humanity. I began to layer, mix, and blend insights from very different places.

My starting point was bumpy, to say the least. Shortly after my parents’ deaths, I developed an irrational-yet-fundamentally-real fear that I had less than a year to live. If the two people closest to me had disappeared without warning, why wouldn’t that happen to me too—or anyone? And if I were to die tomorrow, would my existence on this earth have mattered? Never mind that I was twenty: it might as well have been a full-blown midlife crisis.

Less than two years after my parents died, I graduated from college, which threw me into yet another kind of tailspin: it was time to enter the “real world” (as if I hadn’t had enough reality) and make something of myself. Not only that, I had to fulfill my parents’ wishes for me and honor their legacy. I had to know exactly what I was supposed to do and then do it to perfection: beyond what they or anyone else could imagine. I felt like I had to do all of this as quickly as possible, too, because I might die tomorrow.

Right?

I was so wrong.

As we’ll explore in the coming chapters, in many ways this time in my life planted the seeds for Flux. When my parents died, I had a grand total of zero Flux Superpowers, and my Flux Mindset was anything but open. I ran a massive flux deficit. I was tightly wound in the old script and didn’t know many people who had written their own new scripts. My parents were open-minded, and even a bit rebellious, but they were living their own old scripts too.

My relationship to change—and especially, opening my Flux Mindset—has improved as I’ve experienced change from more directions. When my parents died, enormous change was thrust on me: life changes, family changes, future changes. I had no choice: I had to deal with these upheavals, like it or not, difficult or not, tragic or not. My Flux Mindset began to crack open. Since that time, I have also sought out change, sensed change coming, and witnessed change in myself and many others. Each of these experiences has taught me that every “kind” of change, welcome or not, opens one’s Flux Mindset further. The more change is thrown your way, the stronger your Flux Mindset can become—if you lean into it.


The new script for leadership in flux

If you’re reading this book, you’re likely both a leader and a seeker. But what kind of leader?

The old script has a fairly narrow definition of leadership: leaders are the people at the top of the ladder. Leaders manage, direct, command, and often control the actions of others. Leaders are expected to have answers, hold power firmly, and pursue the spotlight. In a business setting, leaders crush the competition.

But in a world in flux, and with a new script in hand, what makes a good leader discernibly changes—in terms of both hallmark characteristics and who qualifies as a leader. Being a “great leader” under the old script is no guarantee of great leadership when the world flips upside down. In fact, the old skills can be handicaps. It all depends on your relationship to change: your ability to lead yourself and others in, through, and beyond flux.

For example, a 2019 study by Leaders on Purpose found that the top leadership skill needed today is comfort with risk and ambiguity. The best leaders can live with, navigate, and trust ambiguity in ways that others can’t.9 In other words, great leadership in flux seeks the opposite of certainty. Rather, the goal is clarity of vision, which also means knowing when to take leaps of faith that defy old-script metrics.

Moreover, the new script makes it clear that many people are leaders, not just those making their way towards the top of the ladder. Leadership in a world in flux can come from any direction: it is not confined to the top. It harnesses the principles of “new power” of networks, ecosystems, and collective wisdom.10 (Remember: The strongest node in a network isn’t the biggest, fanciest, oldest, or most credentialed one. It’s the most connected one.) Flux leaders seek to lead with others, not lead by themselves.

For example, Greta Thunberg would fail almost all old-script leadership metrics: she’s young and scrappy, and cares little about what other people think. However, her clarity of vision about catastrophic climate change and her desire to galvanize others—not for her own benefit, but to achieve a collective goal—make her the kind of leader that the new script understands.

To get started assessing your own flux leadership capacity, and how you may wish to improve it, here are a few fire-starter questions:


On a scale of 1 to 10, how would you rate your personal ability to lead in flux today? How would your best friend?

Do you tend to think in terms of “me” or “we”?

How do you feel about sharing power with others?

How would you rate your organization’s ability to flux? Are certain topics trigger points? Are select people, teams, or departments fluxier than others?

Five (or two, or ten) years from now, what kind of leader or seeker do you want to be? Of what kind of organization?



Keep these answers nearby as you read this book.



As my Flux Mindset cracked open, I began to consider my Flux Superpowers. It felt overwhelming. I had so much to learn. So I opted to focus first on the superpower I couldn’t ignore: how to let go of the future. Losing my parents also meant losing what I thought my future would look like … until it didn’t. But gradually, as the years passed, I started experimenting and imagining and talking to new people, and in the process began to see just how poorly my old script fit my personality. I began to paint a different picture of my future: different career paths, different priorities, different ways of being. When society said turn right, I learned to listen to my inner voice—which often nudged me to turn left.

Mind you, there was no perfect science to this back then—nor is there today. But the more I practiced, the better I got. Today, I can paint dozens of different pictures of my future (or any future!). And yet, as only one future ultimately unfolds, I’ve become adept at letting go of the rest (which is to say, most possible futures and most of the time).

Around the same time, I began testing my luck with trust and getting lost. There is nothing like senseless tragedy to feel like the world can’t be trusted. Yet what kind of future would it be to live trapped in fear and mistrust? Not the future I wanted. So I started digging into my old script again and realized I had trust backwards. I started cracking open—both to heal my bruised heart and to see if trust just. might. work. I have never looked back. (As you’ll see, starting with trust does not mean naive trust, nor does it mean things go according to plan. It simply sets a different default that allows you to greet change with confidence.)

My ability to get really, really lost got a jump-start thanks to two forces: emotions and travels. My parents’ deaths were the first deaths I’d ever known. My first funeral was theirs. Emotionally, I was in over my head without a compass, roadmap, drishti, or whatever else. Day by day, I learned new ways to gain my bearings, from journaling to discovering wonder (rather than fear) in the depths of my soul. Later, as I ventured from one far-flung corner of the planet to another, I found wonder (rather than fear) in not knowing who I would meet on any given day or where I would rest my head that evening. Time and again, I saw that we create fear, or make fear go away, depending on the stories we tell ourselves.

Today, more than two decades later, I have a portfolio career that reflects my new script. Developing this superpower took quite a few iterations. However, although my career journey has been unconventional by most metrics—one might characterize it as jumping off a new professional cliff every few years—my guiding, and grounding, question remains the same: If I were to die tomorrow, what would the world need me to do today?

(This question comes with an added bonus: each year on my birthday, I still marvel that I am alive.)

Other superpowers took longer to identify and hone. I’m still working on every Flux Superpower every day. Writing my new script is a lifelong quest. But I’ve learned that although nothing is certain, I’m probably not going to die tomorrow … so what better quest to invest in for life?

YOUR ROADMAP TO FLUX

Over the past twenty-five-plus years, I’ve had numerous opportunities to reflect on my own journey to flux—not least, what tends to work and what doesn’t—and to guide others through change too. A few observations and insights tend to stick out. I think of these things as landmarks for navigating your own change landscape and writing a new, flux-forward script: your roadmap to flux.


• Values come from many places. One’s faith, commitment to service, dedication to a cause beyond individual self-interest or “winning,” and love of children and human-kind are all frequently cited.

• Your relationship to change begins within. Many people get their relationship to change backwards. They focus on “change management strategies” or “investing in uncertainty” in the external world. Yet they fail to recognize that every single strategy, investment, or decision you make fundamentally depends on, and is filtered by, your internal world: your mindset. (Do you see change from a place of hope or fear? That’s not strategy; that’s mindset.) Take care of the internal part first—that is, your relationship to change—and the external dynamics make sense and have clarity they lacked before.

• No one except you can write your new script, nor can you write anyone else’s script for them. There’s a lot we can learn from one another, especially those who have already written their new script, but no one can ever be “fully you” except you.

• Learning to flux is exhilaratingly hard work. It pays off, for you and the world, in more ways than perhaps anything else you’ll ever do.



Life will give you plenty of opportunities to practice opening your Flux Mindset and developing your Flux Superpowers. Don’t over-think things: start with whatever change-related challenge is facing you at the moment. And no matter what, remember: these aren’t skills just for today, or just this year, or just the issue that flipped your world upside down yesterday. These are superpowers you can harness forever.

HOW TO READ THIS BOOK

The structure of Flux is simple: each chapter is a Flux Superpower. You can read these chapters in whatever order you wish; from beginning to end works well, though it is not required. You’ll find references to the other superpowers throughout, so head wherever your curiosity pulls you. Each chapter contains exercises and questions to help you develop and practice a given superpower, strengthening your Flux Mindset and seeding your new script in the process. At the end of each chapter are five questions that distill key themes and provide a pause for additional reflection.

This book enriches our language by offering a nascent lexicon for flux. Your new script and the Theory of Flux are part of this foundation. Constant change, an ever-faster pace of change, and navigating unknowns are things many people have been feeling, but on the whole we still lack a rich vocabulary to talk about them. Of course, simply defining a problem doesn’t solve it, but it’s hard to surface a meaningful conversation about something if we don’t have the right words. This book serves to raise awareness and spark discussions about learning to flux, together.

Flux is the term of our times and of the future. Flux is also a book for our times and for the future. May it help you and everyone whose lives you touch.




CHAPTER 1

RUN SLOWER

Human beings run faster when we’ve lost our way.

—ROLLO MAY

Take your pick of reasons to run. New and unexpected change happens every week, if not multiple times a day. It could be a new schedule that disrupts a routine that took ages to get right. Or a team that’s behind schedule. Or a time-sensitive opportunity on the horizon. Or not knowing how long you can make your rent payments. Or worrying about your safety. Or your family’s or friends’ safety. Or a melting planet.

Should you walk, sprint, or simply stay put?

Individuals and organizations alike are struggling to answer this question. In the workplace, human resources leaders often argue that when uncertainty looms, it’s necessary to “fire fast.” When you’re not sure where revenue will come from, one of the easiest things to do is reduce your team. After all, salaries are the single-largest line item for most organizations’ budgets.

Yet if we dig into the research, we learn that the opposite is true: since 1980, companies that delay layoffs as long as possible perform better over time than companies that fire fast.11 Why?

It turns out that not only is top talent hard to replace, but layoffs are devastating to the morale and productivity of the team that remains.12 Organizations that place economic efficiencies over fundamental fairness end up showing their true cards. Values and trustworthiness are hard to recoup.

The lesson here is not that layoffs should never be made or that we should never take swift action. It’s that responding quickly doesn’t necessarily mean responding wisely. In a world in flux, fastest doesn’t always finish first.

THE SUPERPOWER: RUN SLOWER

To thrive in a fast-paced world, slow your own pace.

In an upside-down world that coaxes, cajoles, and coerces you to run ever faster, your key to true success and growth is to do the opposite: learn how to run slower.

The old script says we must run faster to keep up. But a world in flux has different race conditions because the finish line keeps shifting. Whether it’s business demands, home and family priorities, responsibilities to juggle, relationships to nurture, or relentless uncertainty to decipher: the faster we run, and the more we run without resting or reflecting or even paying attention, the worse our results will be over time.

Yet for most people, running faster remains our default. We’re stuck in the old script, and it does not bode well. Especially if we’re running faster alone.

When we learn to run slower, the outcomes are better across the board: wiser decisions, less stress, greater resilience, improved health, a stronger connection with our emotions and intuition, presence, focus, and clarity of purpose. Paradoxically, slowing down actually gives us more time, which leads to less anxiety. Slowing down enhances our productivity in ways that matter and sends burnout to the dustbin. In reality, there are many kinds of growth that can come only with rest.

It took me ages to learn to run slower. For much of my life, I ran as fast as I could: towards goals set by others, away from things I feared, but without giving much thought to why. When my parents died, I wanted to run as fast as I could away from the situation … and yet I didn’t. I stood my ground, and that began my practice of this superpower. It would take many more years to really understand the dynamics of what was unfolding, both internally and in my relationship with the outside world.

Today I can run much slower than I used to, though there’s still plenty of room for improvement. Through trial, error, and deliberate practice, I’ve learned to cherish the power of the pause. I’m more present and less anxious. It’s humbling to admit, but I can see so many things that I simply ran past before. Some things I used to fear have even become sources of joy.

To be clear, running slower does not mean stopping, laziness, stagnation, lack of purpose, or (perhaps the most startling objection) not caring. Nor can it be solved by merely taking a vacation, downloading an app, or seeking a “one-and-done” quick fix (ironically, this will bring a world of misery because what you seek to “fix” is constantly changing). In reality, running slower means plenty of motion and inquiry—at a sustainable pace. It means caring enough to quiet the mind and focus on what really matters.

Of course, there are times when running faster is the right thing to do: swerving to avoid oncoming traffic and signing up for a pandemic vaccination are two things that come to mind. And when we’re in the flow—completely immersed in what we’re doing—we may feel as if we’re more alive, moving and thinking faster than ever.

But on the whole, we are hampered and harmed far more often by our minds racing when we’d rather be calm. We spend our time in constant pursuit of expectations set by others, then wonder where our time (and our hopes, dreams, and desires) went.

We are running chronically ever faster and, in so doing, running right past life itself. But it doesn’t have to be this way, and right here is where to start.


How fast are you running?

This is a two-part exercise. First, answer the following honestly:


Do you feel like you’re running too fast?

From whom or where does your “need for speed” come?

If you slowed down enough to shift your attention, what do you think you’d discover?

If you knew that you’d die tomorrow, for what purpose or towards whom would you run?

Bonus question: Did you have difficulty “pausing” long enough to do this exercise?



Second, on a piece of paper, draw four concentric circles (like a target with a bull’s-eye) and label them as follows:


The inner circle is your personal quest: your relationship with yourself, your personal goals, and how you wish to show up in life.

The second circle is your personal relationships: with friends, family, and loved ones.

The third circle is your role(s) in organizations: your professional responsibilities, expertise, colleagues, etc.

The outer circle is your role(s) in the world: for example, as a citizen, a consumer, a climate advocate, a traveler, etc.



Jot down where you’re running too fast. Which circles do they fall within? Are any circles empty?

Next, write why. Where does the desire to run too fast come from? Are you driving yourself to do more, or are others driving you? When did the pressure to run faster begin? (Did you notice it at that time?) You might also jot down your typical coping mechanisms and whether they have helped.

Now look at the whole picture. Which areas of your life need to slow down most? Do any of them feel easier to handle than others?

Finally, consider who else could benefit from this exercise—colleagues, family members, and so on—and share it with them.



THE OLD SCRIPT AT WARP SPEED

In 2010, researchers at Harvard University revealed that 47 percent of our waking hours are spent thinking about what isn’t going on.13 At the time, smartphones were only three years old. We were just beginning to adjust to mobile devices that within a decade would become not only our telephones but our televisions, teachers, bank tellers, transportation providers, food procurers, travel agents, dating services, laundromats, confession booths, and so much more. And yet each of these apps, each button on your smartphone, is another distraction: another opportunity to veer your thoughts elsewhere, away from the magic of life unfolding right in front of you.

Today our on-demand economy has exploded, along with insta-everything expectations, 24/7 lifestyles, and the perception of being “always on.” Today, we take it for granted that Amazon will deliver the next day, if not sooner; we hail a car to pick us up and get frustrated if it takes longer than three minutes; and we outsource tasks in the spirit of “optimizing” our lives by saving five minutes. Never mind that this activity used to bring us joy or in contact with family or friends; it’s far better to preserve that time for being “productive.”

But here’s the rub: we’re miserable from all this running. Millennials are dubbed the Burnout Generation, having internalized the idea—which is reinforced by society, our education system, and often our peers and parents—that our self-worth is directly derived from how much we work. Thus, we should be working all the time.14

Yet Millennials are the tip of the iceberg. Executives and managers report ever-increasing demands on their time. Leaders are concerned about the well-being of their teams at the same time that they’re under pressure (and rewarded) to prioritize quarterly returns over long-term health. Teachers have more to teach, to more students, with more difficult circumstances and fewer resources year after year. Ministers, caregivers, and others committed to service are totally spent. Parents “optimize” their children’s playtime. The list goes on.

The seed of this problem is planted when we’re young and told that we can, and should, “do it all.” (This is often a nuance of the old script.) On the one hand, this message encourages ambition and achievement: great! At the same time, it leaves you feeling forever as though you’re falling short: you don’t do enough, earn enough, or have enough. (More on this in chapter 5, Know Your “Enough.”) The implicit message is: You’re not enough. So keep going and run faster.

This leads to a kind of internal persecution: not that you’re not capable, but that if you just work harder, you can be better at everything! Paradoxically, this message results in what psychoanalyst Josh Cohen calls “a strange composite of exhaustion and anxiety, a permanent state of dissatisfaction with who we are and what we have. And it leaves us feeling that we are servants rather than masters of … the unending work we put into achieving our so-called best selves.”15

While each person’s life circumstances are unique, this run-ever-faster reality is pervasive across contemporary culture. Women and men alike aspire to “have it all” and “make it.” You’re running fast to keep up with monthly bills or your neighbors’ display of wealth (real or not), while your neighbors are doing the same thing. The crux is: all this running is unsustainable and making us crazy, yet somehow we can’t seem to stop. But nobody else is going to stop the merry-go-round.

There’s an inextricable link between your ability to slow down and your ability to thrive. Yet this is an increasingly fraught balance to strike because we inhabit a world—a system—that is designed, intentionally or not, to thwart our doing so.

YOU ARE NOT A TO-DO LIST

But it doesn’t have to be this way. Even better, not every place or culture is hell-bent on running faster and always-doing. Have you ever considered not-doing?

Not-doing doesn’t mean merely not working. We often lump activities like meditation and journaling in a sort of “doing nothing” bucket. But these things are very much “doing”: you’re engaged, occupied, thinking. When I say not-doing, I mean really doing nothing. No specific action, no distractions, no goals. And importantly, trusting that the sky will not come crashing down. In fact, it might even be lighter and brighter when you actually stop to appreciate it.

Niks, Anyone?

In the Netherlands, niksen is the socially acceptable and culturally celebrated concept of not-doing.16 The term literally means “to do nothing,” or to do something specifically without any productive purpose. It’s about “daring to be idle.”17

The benefits of niksen are profound. Dutch researchers have found that people who regularly “niks” have lower anxiety, improved immune systems, and even an enhanced ability to come up with new ideas and solve problems.18 The key is to niks regularly (even two minutes a day is a start), without intention and without considering whether it’s productive.

Doing nothing often leads to the very best of something.

—WINNIE THE POOH

Wu Wei

Chinese Buddhism has embraced the concept of wu wei (無爲), meaning “lack of exertion” or “action through least action,” since 700 BCE.19 Wu wei is central to the philosophy of Taoism. Wu wei is different from niksen in that its goals are clearly strategic: it’s a sort of selective passivity that focuses on adjusting ourselves to a given situation rather than frantically seeking to control it. Wu wei can be achieved only when you’ve slowed down enough to truly gauge the situation at hand.

Wu wei is often compared to being “in the zone” or a state of flow. It’s like water, trees, or moss. Not only do these things bend, mold, and adjust themselves to the shape of their surroundings—wind, rock, or soil—but their strength and resilience comes from a slow-growth process. Their power comes from not rushing.

When my parents died, my world simultaneously ground to a halt and tripled in speed. On the one hand, there were so many things to figure out; on the other hand, time stood still. There was nothing to do and everything to do. I was faced with a gaping hole that I could fill with busyness, or with grief.

In retrospect, the most helpful thing I “did” was not-doing. As a young person who wanted nothing more than to graduate and “get going” with life, taking a semester off and an extra year to graduate was hard. Friends graduated while I grieved. My sister, Allison, did even better: she put an indefinite X through her calendar (which ended up lasting almost two years). Allison and I stood in the thick, tragic truth of our situation and re-rooted, each in our own ways given our respective life experiences. We didn’t distract ourselves; we dug into our souls, and that made all the difference.

In the twenty-five-plus years since then, the world has sped up while humanity’s ability to slow down and not-do has stalled. In the face of collective anxiety and doubt worldwide, the best thing we can do is incorporate not-doing into our lives. This can mean pausing, daydreaming, or sitting still. It’s the simple yet profound act of holding yourself in the great space that is the unknown, in order to discover what you’ve been running too fast to become.

Not-doing is when you overcome all things.

—LAO TZU

PRODUCTIVITY: FOR WHAT AND FOR WHOM?

Somehow, a lot of people have landed in a world of exhaustion with a resounding thud. All too often, work is allowed to fill whatever time we give it. Why?

Technology certainly is one culprit, affording insta-always connectivity in our pockets. Meanwhile, contemporary mass-market consumerism and free-market capitalism fuel notions of never having enough, being enough, and—by extension—working hard enough. That’s how consumerism thrives: by making sure we never see ourselves as enough. Yet whether you accept this messaging, indeed if you even see it, is a function of your mindset. Are you questioning this system, or are you too busy hustling on its hamster wheel to notice that you may be running right past life?

My path to running slower has been circuitous and perplexing at times. I have gotten much better at it and recognize it is a lifelong practice. But for a long time, I had more questions than answers.

In the immediate aftermath of my parents’ accident, I was torn in two directions. On the one hand, I wanted to run as fast as I could away from what had happened. On the other hand, I’d been stopped in my tracks and brutally reminded of the fragility of life. Should I run faster into life, because mine could end soon too? Or should I hit the pause button and get clear about exactly what I was running towards, away from, or for?

I opted for the latter, despite some mentors encouraging me to stay the course, go straight to graduate school, or get a job at a consulting firm or a bank. From their perspective, I was credentialed and primed to get my career underway pronto. Ready, set, go!

Yet I also could not stop wondering: What are we racing for? And why?

The old script was all around me. Not only did I feel the pressure to conform personally, I saw my peers rushing to climb the corporate ladder. And I kept second-guessing what my parental sounding board might have said. Would I build something I truly believed in, or was I destined to be a cog in a wheel of someone else’s dream? Would I choose my path, or would it be chosen for me?

At twenty-two, I wanted nothing more than to contribute to the world, especially in ways that would have made my parents proud. But how could I do that without knowing what really mattered to me—and how could I do that without slowing down enough to take stock of the question?

The insights of this story extend far beyond my situation, though here’s how things played out back then: I skipped Wall Street and landed a job researching and guiding hiking and biking trips, beginning in Italy and progressing from there. For almost four years, I traveled with a backpack and without a permanent address, fueled by insatiable curiosity to understand how the rest of the world lives. I got into crazy trouble, learned firsthand about global development, and earned a black belt in cultural diplomacy and self-sufficiency. I earned far less than I would have on Wall Street, but I spent far less too. I lived at the pace of wherever I was, and my entire future changed as a result.

Learning to run slower precisely when society told me to run faster made all the difference. It felt risky to pause, with my irrational-yet-full-blown fear that I might die tomorrow. But it felt far riskier to not even try. Ever since that time and continuing to this day, I regularly ask myself and have asked hundreds of others: If you were on your deathbed tomorrow, what would you wish you’d done? No one has ever answered, Run faster.

Keep in mind, this isn’t just about how this plays out for you or me individually. Collectively, the push to run faster is also destroying the planet. We’re caught in a never-ending cycle of rushing, producing, consuming, and grasping for more. In this quest, we’re burning ourselves out and burning ourselves up.

The faster we produce and consume goods, the more we damage the environment. The more we look for happiness and satisfaction outside ourselves—a new car, a new dress, almost anything that allows us to “buy and display our way out of sadness,” as psychology professor Tim Kasser says—the more likely we are to be depressed.20 We’re taught to consume, consume, consume—and please don’t think about the side effects, thank you very much.

Yet did you know that before marketing ate the word, to consume meant to destroy, as in “consumed by fire,” and to squander, as in “to spend wastefully?”21

For today’s leaders, the stakes of running fast are high. At risk is not only one’s well-being, business success, and health of the economy. The survival of earth’s life-support systems and the welfare of future generations are up for grabs as well. Against this backdrop, learning to run slower could solve a lot of other problems too. It’s almost completely at odds with the old script, yet it’s our best shot at staving off collapse.

INSTEAD OF PRODUCTIVITY, OPTIMIZE FOR PRESENCE

There is a better way to rethink our relationship to productivity, sustainability, and a world in flux. And guess what? It’s right in front of us, and it’s part of the new script.

For starters: imagine for a moment that rather than optimizing for productivity, we optimized for presence. (Lest you worry this sounds a bit woo-woo for your business, career, or lifestyle, I assure you it is not.) Allow me to explain.

The old script is obsessed with optimizing for speed, efficiency, and productivity. If you can shave five seconds off your daily routine, or cram one more call into a jam-packed afternoon, that’s victory. The more meetings one can have, the greater one’s sense of worth or self-importance. Keep busy! Success! Progress!

For a long time, even after I’d started writing my new script, I didn’t question this busyness. I went along with it, on extra-busy days even joyfully. But the more I observed, the more undeniable the disconnect was. And when I slowed down to deepen my observation, I was dumbfounded. Hold on: What are we really doing? How in the world have we persuaded one another—and ourselves—that more meetings will somehow make our legacy more important? How have we convinced ourselves that saving five minutes will somehow save our soul?

With the new script, rather than measure meetings, you can gauge presence: your ability to be fully in a moment, experience, or decision. One meeting in which everyone is fully present is worth more than a thousand meetings in which people are distracted.

Ultimately, presence is about attention and response. These things are different yet closely related: you respond to what you’re paying attention to. When you’re running fast, you’re unable to pay full attention. When you’re scattered, you pay attention to the wrong things, which often botches your response. For example, you may respond out of fear rather than love, or contempt rather than compassion, or shut down a conversation that would otherwise ignite your curiosity. In short, you bungle both the question and the answer. When the problem is misunderstood—or worse, missed completely as we race past—the solutions will continue to elude all of us.

And yet, the crux of the solution is simple: slowing down improves your chances of getting the issue and your response right. But that’s not all: you also discover that time is what you perceive it to be. When you slow down, you actually have more time.

So how does one learn to optimize for presence? Fortunately, there are many ways to begin. Some may seem mundane and others quirky. Try whichever ones pique your interest, without over-thinking! I find that the more bizarre a new practice seems, the more off-kilter current habits usually are.


• Stillness practice: Start with thirty seconds, then one minute, two minutes, up to five minutes (or longer) of utter stillness. This is not meditation; it is even simpler. It’s sitting, stilling your mind, and seeing where it wanders. Don’t judge; just notice. Is your mind able to unwind, or does it speed up?

• Silence practice: Silence—whether the silence of nature or the silence at the end of a breath cycle (kumbhaka)—helps quiet the mind. Silence can be found almost anywhere: you may have to search a bit, but it is there. Find five minutes to bathe in silence daily. Pay attention to the emptiness. Notice what hangs in the space between you and sound. What is it calling you towards?

• Patience practice: Cultivating patience is one of the most difficult yet most powerful ways to run slower. Pick something that you know will take time—say, waiting for an appointment—and deliberately don’t fill that waiting time with social media apps, calls, word games, or whatever else. Just be … and wait. Do you feel tested, or freed?

• Not-to-do (or to-don’t) list: To-do lists help us run faster and stay on the hamster wheel. A not-to-do list does the opposite. Draft both versions and see which one feels more fluxy. (I find that a combination of both can work well, so long as what’s on my to-do list actually matters.)

• Micro-sabbaticals: Brainstorm a list of opportunities to pause, whether for a moment or for a month. The simple act of drawing up this list can help relieve tension. It creates a sense of space rather than rushing and serves as a reminder of the many shapes of slowing down.

• Nature bathing: Nature is a microcosm of constant change and an unparalleled tutor for running slower. Find the nearest spot of wilderness—a forest, lake, or open field—and absorb the environment through all five senses. This isn’t hiking, birding, or camping; this is simply being in nature. The Japanese call this shinrin-yoku, or “forest bathing.”22

• Technology Shabbat: Once a week, disconnect from the use of all technology with screens: smartphones, computers, tablets, and television.23 If that feels like too much, start with a few hours and build up to a day. Use the time for quiet personal reflection, perhaps with an old-school pen and paper.



Running slower shifts your focus of attention from outside to inside, with a goal to really listen to what’s going on internally. Not turning away, looking away, or running away. This is presence: how you connect with your true self and learn that so many of the answers you seek are inside … if you can slow down long enough to hear them.

PROTECT THE ASSET

The first time I heard this phrase was in China, listening to a panel of international entrepreneurs who had experienced massive health scares talk about coping when health thwarts your best-laid plans. The punchline was: no matter what your mindset, your body still keeps the score.24 We can’t keep treating conditions like exhaustion, anxiety, and burnout by merely exercising and eating better. We must address the underlying sources of these conditions and meaningfully, consistently slow down.

“Protecting the asset” acknowledges that when your mind is wound up, your body is wound up too, and neither functions well. Grooving a healthier mindset also requires addressing the somatic aspects of one’s relationship with speed. And there is no way for anyone to heal at speed. Quite the contrary: running ever faster ultimately kills. So we must slow down.

The first step in protecting the asset is assessing how your body is holding on to, and embodying, speed. I think of this as a micro health check-in with myself. How am I feeling? Which parts of my body are racing? Which are speaking up, and what are they saying?

This isn’t about judging yourself, and it’s definitely not about trying to change the sensations. This is strictly about paying attention and seeing what comes up. We often associate pain in the neck, shoulders, or lower back with stress. But—no joke—pain and sensations can show up anywhere: in your elbow, foot, or lungs. Heartache is real: not only aching for others but aching for your own well-being.

Pay attention to the discomfort. Sit with it and start to dig deep, to understand what’s behind it. Write about it. Do you try to “work through” distress by ignoring it, or do you give it the time it deserves?

Our bodies communicate with us constantly, yet we often ignore their signals. In a world in flux, your body’s signals may feel even more confusing, yet they are all the more important to understand.

Your most powerful somatic tool is your breath. It’s like a Swiss Army knife, because it does so much. It is also the bridge between your inner and outer worlds, and between body and mind. As you navigate constant change, a committed breathing practice—even a few minutes a day—becomes essential.

Yoga can also help. In the twenty-first century, most people think of yoga as a physical practice. Yet for the first 3,000 years of its existence, it is generally understood that there were no asanas (physical poses). There were only breathing (prana) and meditation while seated. The word yoga itself means “union”: of body and mind, and of the individual with everything else. The goal of yoga is to still the fluctuations of the mind, which practitioners throughout history realized involved bringing the body into alignment. The body is but a vessel through which we calm our minds and connect with others.

More recently, Sensory Awareness Training (SAT) has become popular. SAT helps enhance your awareness of your senses. It includes a range of exercises, from “five senses check-ins” (spending one minute wholly focused on each of your five senses), developing “mental snapshots” (look around, close your eyes, and see how much you remember), and going barefoot.25

Beyond formal constructs, there is a range of simple yet powerful personal exercises and habits that can help you run slower and protect the asset:


• Eat slower, thoroughly noticing and relishing each bite.

• Walk slower, paying attention to the details on your path: the patina of a building, the texture of flowers, the eyes of the people you encounter. Even better, walk with a young child and let them set the pace. Follow their explorations.

• Walk instead of drive, drive instead of fly: slow down your pace of travel.

• Dance rather than walk to a destination. Rather than putting one foot in front of the other, let your entire body guide you. (Stares from others are worth it: you may even spark a dance party!)



RUNNING FROM OURSELVES

Many humans today have a primal fear of slowing down. There’s the perceived fear of social stigma, disbelief, and condescension from others if we get off the fast track. There’s the potential loss of our value to society, for if we aren’t always on, then what are we?

Adding to this conundrum, the more someone takes on, the harder it can be to let go. Broadly speaking, today’s society is one of grasping: for status, wealth, and certainty of the unknown. The bigger one’s pyramid of activities and accomplishments, the bigger one’s sense of self, even if deep down that person is miserable.

The missing link of this conversation is that “getting more done” is not the same as progress, value, or worth. As philosopher Tias Little says, “From a spiritual perspective, moving fast and checking things off of a to-do list is the opposite of progress.”26 According to Little, we’ve become trapped in a “speed vortex” of technology, society, and expectations. We’re caught in “life’s speed lanes” rife with restlessness and frustration. Many people are actually addicted to this speed. But our jam-packed schedules don’t necessarily mean we’re growing; quite possibly, we’re running to escape from ourselves.

This speed gets trapped in the body and affects your ability to think, focus, dream, and create. It keeps you from simply being. It compromises your nerves, connective tissues, and glands. It hampers your physiology and brain chemistry. Your body keeps score while your brain tries to justify a pace that’s working against you.

I had a glimpse of running slower after my parents’ deaths, yet that was one piece of a more complicated puzzle because I was still running from myself. More than a decade later, even though I’d slowed down to grieve, I still lived a “fast” life: working long hours, traveling for business to twentyish different countries each year, and for pleasure to even more, and throwing my all into everything that I could. On the outside, I was doing it all (or at least an awful lot). Yet inside, I was still wracked with anxiety. The more I achieved externally, the more anxious I felt internally. My roots were thin, and I knew that at some point they could splinter, and no amount of external (financial, professional, reputational, etc.) security or reassurances from others could break that fall.

Ultimately, I found my way to cognitive behavioral (CBT) and eye-movement (EMDR) therapies, where I discovered just how deep my anxiety and addiction to speed ran. This discovery was nothing short of life changing. Yet equally revealing is what it led me to observe in many others, in a wide variety of settings and cultures: there is an almost perfect correlation between anxiety and accomplishment.

I have been part of leadership circles in which every single person (representing a range of cultures) feels anxious and unable to properly address it. I regularly see high achievers at their breaking point, who simply keep running because they don’t know what else to do—and are too frightened or too fully on autopilot to stop. Even those who are clear on their personal purpose are often addicted to speed and flirt with burnout regularly. Needless to say, this is no way to live, nor does it bode well for organizations or society to flourish. The imperative to run slower is urgent.

THINK SLOW(ER) AND DELAY JUDGMENT

Slow is smooth. Smooth is fast.

—NAVY SEAL ADAGE

Running slower doesn’t only improve your emotional and physical well-being. It also helps you make better decisions and get better results.

On a day-to-day level, how we think—and how quickly we respond—affects our personal and professional relationships: whether you spark or defuse an argument, make a wise investment, mend a friendship, or win a game. Over time, your ability to gauge timing has a profound impact on how your life unfolds, period.

Research has shown, time and time again, that whenever possible it’s best not to hurry. In other words, the longer you can wait, the better.27 This is not procrastination; this is about your ability to observe, assess, feel, process, take action … and pause, in order to get the best outcome possible.

Running slower is naturally aligned with the concept (and book) Thinking Fast and Slow, popularized by Princeton professor and Nobel Prize–winner Daniel Kahneman. Kahneman reveals how we listen too much to people who think fast and shallow and too little to people who think slow and deep.28 All too often, we frantically get through the day without reserving time to think, learn, and unlearn—yet this is exactly what we need to do in order to think more clearly.

When we’re running fast, we automatically fall into fast-thinking mode: we react quickly and opt for what’s familiar or intuitively comfortable. But as Kahneman shows us, being fast on your feet may make you sound smart, but it doesn’t make you wise.29 Opting for what’s familiar means you miss what’s new, and it does a very poor job preparing you for flux!

Your ability to think slower is directly related to how fast (or slow) you respond, with strikingly similar results. As Frank Partnoy, author of Wait: The Art and Science of Delay, says, “The amount of time we take to reflect on decisions defines who we are … A wise decision requires reflection, and reflection requires a pause.”30

Partnoy has explored delay in the context of everything from Wimbledon tennis to Warren Buffett’s investment portfolio. It turns out that elite athletes’ ability to “first observe, second process, and third act—at the last possible moment—also works well for our personal and business decisions.”31 This requires an ability to slow down and to slow down time. For tennis players, this is the split-second pause between seeing and hitting the ball. For fighter pilots, it’s the OODA (observe-orient-decide-act) loop.32 For the rest of us, it’s the pause between hurting someone’s feelings and offering an authentic apology.

And yet, in today’s fast-paced world, the ability to delay judgment is all the more at risk. As an example, in my role as a startup adviser I have seen numerous entrepreneurs race after venture capital. It doesn’t matter whether their idea is wonderful, wild, or mediocre. They race after funding as if the VC industry (and their personal prestige) were closing shop tomorrow.

And yet, in my experience, entrepreneurs who take money from the first person or firm that offers funding all too often find themselves distraught down the road. Neither the founders nor the investors took the time to fully understand one another’s ethos, expectations, or mission. They let numbers outweigh integrity. They were blinded by the promise of quick returns rather than inspired by the fact that creating value takes time.

This stands in sharp contrast to the concept of Slow Money: “patient capital” that prioritizes investment in long-term, sustainable systems over making a quick buck and fleeing.33 When change hits, what kind of investment would you prefer?

Running slower helps you think slower and delay judgment, both of which empower you to manage your time—rather than time managing you—and bring your best self to life.

On average, bad things happen fast and good things happen slow.

—STEWART BRAND

FROM FOMO TO JOMO

In 2004, Harvard Business School student Patrick McGinnis coined the terms FOMO and FOBO in a blog post about social theory.34 He posited that HBS students were overwhelmingly plagued by FOMO (fear of missing out) and FOBO (fear of better options), which led to insane social schedules and behavior that contradicted the students’ supposed intelligence.


Leadership fast and slow

▪ Think about your typical decision-making style. Do you tend to decide fast or to contemplate?


If you move quickly, do you consider your potential blind spots?

If you move slowly, do you have a filter for when the time is right?



▪ Think about your leadership style. Do you expect your colleagues and partners to adopt your pace? Why or why not?

▪ Reflect on a situation in which a decision took longer than expected. What did you observe, process, and learn during the delay? How did this affect your actions?



In the years since then, FOMO has gone mainstream. Today it’s a term you’ll hear fifteen-year-olds and fifty-year-olds use with ease. Society-wide, we’re petrified of missing out.

The thought process goes roughly like this: hyperconnected technologies make it easier for people to share what they’re up to and for others to see, hear, and know about it. As we are exposed to ever more people, places, and activities, our brains react with: look at all that you’re not doing! Even multitaskers are only truly doing one thing, in one place, at one time. FOMO and FOBO make our brains unravel. And when it comes to our pace of life, it’s all exacerbated by a fear of slowing down. If we slow down, then we fall behind, lose out, and the FOMO/FOBO cycle begins again.

McGinnis acknowledges that FOMO is crazy, yet it is real. Originally, he suggested an alternative: fear of doing anything, or FODA (which he characterized as a paralytic state). FODA never really caught on. Instead, it was superseded by a more optimistic phenomenon: JOMO. Fear of missing out becomes joy of missing out.35

We can flip our FOMO and make it positive. Rather than running faster and fretting about everything we’re not doing, we can run slower and rejoice about it instead.

In an interview with Essentialism expert Greg McKeown, McGinnis suggests a three-step process to start unpacking your FOMO.36


1. Notice the next time you are feeling FOMO.

2. Ask yourself, “Is this jealousy, or could it be revealing something deeper that I am called to do?”

3. Block time on your calendar in the next week to explore this sentiment in more depth.



I struggled with FOMO and FOBO for years before gradually realizing how rotten both made me feel. In my quest to overcome them, a very simple exercise was among the most powerful: the practice of creating and holding space to notice. I still do this frequently, and it helps every single time.

When we suffer from FOMO, life becomes a Tetris game to fit as much as possible into a given day. Creating and holding space to notice is the antithesis. Here’s how you can start:


• Notice how you feel in the empty spaces in between

• Notice your breath

• Notice the space between notes of music

• Notice the space between the leaves on the trees

• Notice the space that opens up when you notice, period



When you develop the superpower of running slower, you open space for JOMO to creep in. You may discover whatever envy you once felt melting into compassion, pity, and kindheartedness. Today, I love being in the flow, but I rejoice in unstructured space, whether on my calendar or in my soul. Once you experience JOMO, it’s hard not to want to help others run slower and feel it too.

WHAT ROSES?

Skeptics of running slower, not-doing, and JOMO say, “Ah, I get it. So we should just stop and smell the roses more?!” While I do believe that the world would be a better place if we appreciated the beauty of nature more, this framing sells this superpower’s potential woefully short.

Of course, life isn’t always about being slow. There are times to fly like the wind, to rush into one’s passion, or to burn the midnight oil for one’s dreams. These are moments to cherish, even as they exhaust your reserves.

The far bigger challenge and concern, however, is that we do not—and cannot—have meaningful conversations, develop truly innovative solutions, or fully express or receive love when we are rushing around. As George Butterfield, whose travel company’s tagline is “Slow Down to See the World,” says: “These things aren’t happening because they can’t at 700 miles an hour! Where are the conversations about this frenzy in our schools and organizations, or around the supper table?”37 Not only do we miss the roses entirely (what roses?!) when we’re running too fast, but also future generations continue our traditions of burnout, hustling, and unsustainable business … to the point of collapse.

As we look towards a future in flux, this racing ever faster looks all the more bizarre and all the more dangerous. In a world in flux, we must run slower: not to finish, but to flourish.

RUN SLOWER: REFLECTIONS


1. In which areas of your life do you feel you’re running too fast?

2. From whom or where does your “need for speed” come? Are you driving yourself to run faster, or are others driving you?

3. When did the pressure to run faster begin? Did you notice it at that time?

4. What are your typical coping mechanisms? Which ones have been most useful? Which ones need to be replaced or retired?

5. If you slowed down, what do you think you’d discover?



Notice how your thinking may have evolved in the course of reading this chapter. Integrate these insights into your new script.




CHAPTER 2

SEE WHAT’S INVISIBLE

The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes.

—MARCEL PROUST

I have worked in South Africa at various points in my career. My first exposure, many years ago, was collaborating with microfinance institutions and policymakers focused on financial inclusion. More recently, I did a nationwide survey of the country’s sharing economy to better understand who was participating and how the concept was viewed in the Rainbow Nation.

As I traveled—when I got into taxis, went into shops, and observed locals—I would often hear “Sawubona.” Sawubona is a standard Zulu greeting. Zulu is the largest ethnic group in the country, and sawubona is how you say hello.

The word sawubona is gentle, melodic; it rolls off the tongue. I became fascinated by it. I asked people I met about it and did more research. It turns out that although sawubona translates to hello, its meaning goes far deeper than a casual greeting.

Sawubona literally means “I see you.” I see all of you: your dignity and your humanity. I see your vulnerability and your pride, your dreams and your fears. I see your agency, your power and potential. I see you and I value you. I accept you for what you are. You are important to me, and you are part of me.38

In the Zulu tradition, seeing is more than the simple act of sight. Sawubona makes another visible in a way that “hello” does not. It’s an invitation to witness and truly, fully be in the presence of one another. The customary response to sawubona is shikoba, which means “I exist for you.”

When we say hello, what do we really mean? Is this ability to see beyond sight innate in us, or is it something we must learn?

And what happens when we do?

THE SUPERPOWER: SEE WHAT’S INVISIBLE

When life feels blurry or the future is uncertain, shift your focus from what’s visible to what’s invisible.

As children, we are often taught to look straight ahead and focus: on a goal, a destination, or a specific achievement. Learn how to read, excel at sports and extracurriculars, and graduate at the top of your class. These milestones are largely determined by the cultures, norms, and expectations of the society you’re raised in. They serve as orientation towards the future.

As children grow older, their skills and horizons may expand, yet in many ways their scope of focus narrows. Before long, children become teenagers, then young adults who are expected to track into careers that build expertise in one domain but leave little room for dabbling beyond it. By and large, adults also track into social circles designed to keep us within our comfort zones and communities of choice. We track into an institutional ecosystem—from consumer culture to educational curriculum, from public health to political parties—that makes sure we have certain knowledge and dismisses, ignores, or seeks to hide the rest.

In this process, each person is trained—whether consciously or not—to see certain things. What you see is baked into your script; what I see is baked into my script. And in so doing, each of us is also trained—again, whether by choice or by default—to not see other things. We grow certain roots and dismiss others. This is a universal phenomenon: it isn’t a critique of any particular culture or point of view. Every culture and every person is faced with this reality. Not a single person sees the full picture. The best anyone can do is become aware of, and then learn to see, what they are missing.

Don’t get me wrong: social norms serve an important purpose. Norms help ensure that individuals grow up with values, skills, relationships, and the capacity to contribute to society. Norms help keep order and stability. Yet by and large, any set of social norms represents only one way of seeing and being in the world: one slice of an infinitely broader human spectrum.

But when the world flips upside down, this narrow focus can wreak havoc. It can rip your roots from the ground. Indeed, the greater the change or the narrower one’s focus, the more disruptive the upheaval—and the fewer options one has to regain balance.

When my parents died, I went temporarily blind. My eyes were open, but I could not see. I felt unmoored, with grief and uncertainty enveloping me like fog. I fumbled along, unsure of the next step, wondering where the guardrails were. I was missing what was lost and now invisible. It took time for me to learn how to see differently, see beyond, and see what’s invisible. As I did, however, the fog lifted. It wasn’t that I could just see again: I could see better. My vision had drastically improved.

Today, a lot of people—perhaps you too—are missing what is no longer. There is a void: an absence of what was and an unknowingness of what comes next. You may sense this, or find it hard to identify. You may struggle to imagine, much less see, a different future at all. You may feel like a shadow of yourself, unable to see who you really are and wish to be. According to the old script, these things are invisible. Yet they are very much alive.

Each of us is inspired by what we see. But in a world of constant change, that principle only gets us so far. How do we move beyond what we can see and find inspiration in what we can’t? How do we learn to see differently and make the invisible, visible? This is all directly tied to writing your new script.

Indeed, a world in flux demands a new script in which you, I, and all of humanity can see more broadly. We can see what’s on the periphery, what appears upside down or inside out, what we’ve been blind to, and what we’ve been trained to believe isn’t there.

Learning to see what’s invisible doesn’t mean losing focus or ignoring what’s visible. Quite the opposite, in fact: it’s the ability to adjust your gaze, see the full picture, and really understand what’s what. When you learn to see what’s invisible, it becomes easier to embrace change today and a future chock-full of unknowns.

YOUR SOCIAL AND CULTURAL ORIENTATION SHAPES WHAT AND HOW YOU SEE

The Himba people of northwestern Namibia have an astonishing ability to focus on small details. They are a seminomadic tribe that grazes livestock and counts wealth by the number of cattle they own. Traditional Himba have an almost preternatural capacity to concentrate: they hold their attention and ignore distraction far more easily than more “modern” cultures.39 Could the Himba’s exceptional vision come from their need to identify each of their cattle’s markings, or could it be that the absence of modern tech in daily life makes them less easily distracted?

The Iroquois tribes of North America believe that all people, animals, and animate and inanimate natural objects possess an invisible power called orenda. Orenda is a collective power of nature’s energies; each and every thing that has it can communicate its will and influence its experience in some way.40 Storms, rivers, rocks, and birds possess orenda, along with human beings. Orenda is also an essential part of the Iroquois vision quest, a rite of passage that gives each member of the tribe a personal guardian spirit. How does whether we believe power is visible or invisible affect how we show up in the world?


You are what you see … and so much more

Pause for a moment and think about what and how you really see. Consider, for example:


When you meet someone for the first time, what is the first question you ask them?

In a job interview, do you spend more time talking about the professional experience that’s on the candidate’s résumé or the lived experience that’s not on it?

When you meet someone for the first time, do you feel they can be trusted?

Do you believe that if something cannot be measured, then it does not exist?

Do you believe that capitalism is empowering or oppressive?

Does empty space inspire you, bore you, or scare you?

Do you believe that expressing one’s vulnerability is courageous or wimpy?

Have you faced organizational challenges that were “hard to see” according to traditional strategy models?

If you could drive with only one set of headlights, would you choose high beams or fog lights?

Do you sense that something is missing in your life, or waiting for you, but can’t quite identify what?



If any of these questions intrigues you or rings true, this chapter is for you.



In Japan, satori (悟り) is the Zen Buddhist term for awakening. It is derived from the Japanese verb satoru, meaning “to know or understand.” Satori relates to the experience of kenshō, “seeing into one’s true nature.” Ken means “seeing,” and shō means “nature or essence.” Might having a rich vocabulary, traditions, and encouragement to see inside oneself help the Japanese acknowledge (at least some of) what’s invisible? Might it help them embrace change?

No one script is better than another. The Himba, Iroquois, and Japanese traditions are simply different scripts, written by different cultures. However, they all acknowledge what’s invisible and, in so doing, shine light on new ways of understanding.

How we see runs deep and wide, regardless of which kind of society we live in. Our social constructs determine how we raise children (by parents, relatives, “aunties,” or an entire village), how we cooperate, how we organize economic activity, and, in turn, how economics organizes us.

For example, generally speaking, people in Japan, China, and much of Asia tend to be more collectivist, while people in the West tend to be more individualist. Net-net, collectivist societies value collective interdependence, community well-being, and “we” over individual independence and “me.” Collectivist cultures typically stress cooperation among community members and problem-solving together, while individualist cultures leave these things to one’s own wherewithal. These are sweeping statements, and of course there are some exceptions, but overall there is broad consensus on these differences.

The point is: these social orientations fundamentally influence how we see. For example, people who live in collectivist societies tend to prioritize the context of a social situation and the big picture when solving problems. They home in on the overarching relationships and interplay of systems beyond any individual’s control. When asked to describe a picture, they spend more time explaining the background and surroundings.

In contrast, people in individualistic societies tend to focus on separate elements and especially the main image of a picture. (Even children’s drawings focus on the “me.” Drawings by children in collectivist societies tend to include more holistic context. Our social orientation starts young.) Individualists tend to consider situations as fixed, and whatever change comes about is the result of individual effort and willpower.41

In addition to culture, one’s profession also affects how one sees. To take but one example from agriculture: Growing rice is far more labor-intensive and requires greater cooperation than growing wheat. Growing rice relies on complex irrigation systems spanning many different farms. Collaboration among neighbors is essential; no single rice paddy thrives on its own. In contrast, wheat farming depends on rainfall rather than irrigation. Growing wheat takes about half the amount of human labor. Wheat farmers don’t need to collaborate with one another much and can focus on their own crops. Yet wheat farmers tend to cooperate more than shepherds, who by and large oversee their flocks independently (albeit with a clear set of culturally accepted grazing norms).42

So what does any of this have to do with flux?

When change hits, we default to our social and cultural scripts. What you, I, or any person sees—and doesn’t see—is a result of this script. But if you can’t see what grounds you, it is much harder to move forward. It can be scary to take your next step or gauge your best direction.

An upside-down world gives everyone an opportunity to consider a new range of solutions and perspectives, and to update our scripts. You deserve to see everything: what’s visible and invisible. Tangible and intangible. What’s right in front of you and what you can barely imagine. Why? Because the broader your vision, the more potential solutions you have at hand. The more holistic your worldview, the greater your capacity to help, to serve, to innovate … and to thrive.

CHECK YOUR PRIVILEGE AND YOUR OPTIONS

In learning to see what’s invisible, privilege is a thorny stumbling block. Privilege blinds: It limits people’s perceptions of what’s in their script. It keeps them from seeing the full picture and what’s in the wings.

Privilege isn’t one-size-fits-all. There’s privilege you’re born with, privilege that accrues from who you know, hard work, and sheer luck. For example, different kinds of privilege attach to getting a college degree, being able to afford college, having encouragement or role models to attend college, living somewhere with access to quality education, and being born with a healthy body and mind capable of study and imagination.

Overcoming the blindness induced by privilege requires learning about the inequities that privilege brings with it. But simply learning about privilege isn’t enough. It takes deliberate action to make the invisible, visible: calling out privilege, even if it’s uncomfortable.

A similar tension exists with options. An option is something one has the power, right, opportunity, or freedom to choose. All things being equal, the more options people have, the better positioned they are to deal with change and uncertainty.

Optionality is the ability to keep as many options open as possible. You increase your optionality by keeping an open mind, having a Plan B (and C, D, and E), and expanding your peripheral vision to include more possibilities.43

Life presents new options to every person, every day. Many are small and not life changing. But in times of great change, more options arise, including more life-changing ones. The ones that make you say “What if?” and “If not now, when?”

Greater privilege is typically associated with more options. Yet there’s a hook: if you haven’t learned how to see what’s invisible, then privilege will actually blind you. The more you perceive to have on the line, the greater your perceived risk of loss.


What does your worldview make visible … and keep invisible?

Take a moment and consider who and what shaped your worldview most: from the values that your parents or caretakers instilled in you, to where you lived and went to school, who your friends are, your profession and ambitions, and your beliefs about the future. Here are a few questions to get started:


What does fear look like, or feel like, to you?

Were you taught to fear change or embrace it?

Were you told to be quick to trust or quick to mistrust?

Were you encouraged to hang out with people who are like you or different from you?

How might privilege have blinded you or kept you from seeing the full picture?

What was erased from your view of the world? What was left out of your script?



It is easy to see the branches of trees moving, but it takes practice to see the wind.—Social entrepreneur and executive Elaine Genser Smith



Privilege and options play out in every corner of life. In my case, losing my parents made the privilege of having parents glaringly clear and took several options (from family structure to future expectations) off my table. At the same time, it underscored my privileges of health, education, race, and curiosity, and opened up new options (such as building a “family of choice” and career horizons I’d never thought of before) that would not have come about otherwise.

The punchline is: to thrive in constant change, aim to make choices that keep your options open, including the options to change how you think and what you prioritize. Some of your options are likely invisible to you today, and others may be clouded by privilege. Yet when you can check privilege at the door, you can see a richer, more meaningful future ahead of you.

HOW DO YOU SEE OTHERS? CONSUMER VS. CITIZEN

Have you ever stopped and really thought about the word consumer? Chances are, probably not. The word is typically thrown around without concern.

Many people consider consumer a term of art to describe ourselves and almost every aspect of our daily lives: from the products and services we design and purchase and use, to how we nourish our bodies, to how we learn and play, to the news and information we—surprise!—consume. The term isn’t limited to classic “consumer goods” like breakfast cereal, smartphones, and cars; we now “consume” education, health care, entertainment, and even elections.

Today’s society is hyperconsumer-driven. But it wasn’t always this way.

Indeed, for most of human history, the word consumer wasn’t used to describe, much less denigrate, any person. Today’s hyper-consumer culture dates back only one-hundred-ish years, to the advent of mass marketing. Mass marketing was itself a result of the newfound plethora of products developed in the Industrial Revolution—which transformed society in countless positive ways yet, at the same time, ever so subtly shifted our sense of worth.44 Previously we were seen as human beings, whose job was to contribute to society and help others. With the advent of consumer mass marketing, we became seen as consumers, whose principal job is to consume. A new, consumer-driven script was born.

And yet, as we saw in chapter 1, the original meaning of “to consume” is “to destroy”—as in “consumed by fire.” Until recently, consumption did not boost gross domestic product (GDP); it killed you. In English, consumption is another word for tuberculosis. In Latin, consummare means used up, wasted away, finished.


Invisible skills

▪ Do you tend to trust your head or your heart more?

▪ When making a new hire, is technical expertise, kindness, or relationship savvy most important?

▪ When your peers tell you to turn right, do you ever want to turn left instead?

▪ Can you detect invisible patterns?

▪ Do you live amid invisible rules?



Roughly one century later, this consumer destruction proceeds apace: our pocketbooks are depleted, and the planet is at risk of wasting away.

We’re told to keep following this old, crusty, dangerous script in order to keep the economy intact. Consume, consume, consume! Some people have even begun to believe that their purchasing decisions have a greater impact on society than their voting decisions.45 Let that sink in.

In today’s world, we’re seen first and foremost as consumers: or as futurist Jerry Michalski says, as “gullets with eyeballs and wallets.”46 So long as we continue to consume, we’re told, all will be well in the world.

But all is not well whatsoever.

When we’re treated as mere consumers for long enough, it affects how we think and behave, which also affects how we see. For example, we see our purchases as more important than our votes and what defines our self-worth. At the societal level, we chase metrics like GDP that measure only economic activity “seen” as dollars and cents. GDP does not “see” a wide range of extremely valuable activities that underpin our economy and well-being, such as the “invisible labor” of parenting and volunteering, and the “invisible value” of shared (rather than owned) resources.47

When we follow the consumer script, we also train our eyes to not see: to not see the full effects of what we buy, to not see those who are struggling. We even stop seeing when there are better paths forward.

In our race to consume, we’ve lost track of what really matters. And when massive change arrives, jolting us to the core, our wake-up to this reality hits hard. In the cracks of whatever broke, what was previously invisible comes into view.

In many ways, many people are in the midst of this wake-up today. We’re taking off our blinded-by-the-old-script goggles and asking: Why didn’t we see what was happening—to each of us, our families, our communities, and people halfway around the world? If we did see it, why didn’t we do something about it? For we are all participants, willingly or not, in a global consumer catastrophe.

One way out of this mess is to start seeing one another—and treating one another—as citizens and humans, rather than as consumers. (I mean citizens not in terms of passports and borders but as participants and change agents in society.) This is a new script with a subtle yet profound shift: no longer merely passive purchasers and clickbait targets, we become proactive contributors. Together, we lead responsibly rather than follow blindly. We open our Flux Mindsets to develop this superpower and write our own new scripts.

In your new script, start by asking: Would you prefer to be seen by others as a consumer, or as a citizen and catalyst for good? Beyond “buying stuff,” what would you like your legacy to be?

In my experience, simply waking up to how you are seen (and not seen) is a big step. But once you do, you start seeing ways to take action all over the place: from which companies you support to the words you use, from how you think about online shopping to what you pay attention to while walking down the street. Initiatives like the Citizen Shift are emerging to build awareness and harness such efforts worldwide.48

For leaders of consumer-centric organizations: this is the time to revisit your marketing strategies and business models. This is the time to make sure your mission aligns with the new script—and if it doesn’t, it’s time for a new one.

THE EMPTY SPACE

In the wake of #BlackLivesMatter, #MeToo, and a broader reckoning of systemic injustices and inequalities, Harvard Business School professor Laura Huang found herself reviewing recommended first-year MBA reading lists and curricula. What she found was not surprising, yet it was entirely disquieting: all of the lists were overwhelmingly dominated by white male authors.

Meanwhile, Todd Sattersten, coauthor of The 100 Best Business Books of All Time, was in the midst of a personal reckoning. He considers himself progressive yet wondered: How many authors included on the list were people of color? He’d tried to identify the most popular books but hadn’t paid attention to demographics. The answer was equally disturbing: zero.49

Mandates and calls for greater diversity in the business world and beyond are not new, yet the needle has barely budged. By and large the voices of women, Blacks, Latinxs, and other minorities are still difficult if not at times impossible to be found … or rather, to be seen.

It’s not that they’re not out there. It’s that for too long, they’ve been ignored, relegated to the sidelines, and written out of the script.

And critically, there is a clear and resounding prerogative for diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) in the new script.

Women and people of color have been showing up for ages and doing the hard work. Unmistakably visible, yet unseen. Full-throated voices, muted. Some of the best and brightest idea generators, concealed in the light of day. Marginalized on the periphery. Occupying the empty spaces.

When we look only front-and-center—at today’s CEOs, “climb to the top of the ladder” power structures, and “know how to play the game” metrics—not only are we seeing just a fraction of the full picture, but also what we’re looking at is pretty stale. This is the old script at work. Yet in reality, on the periphery and in the empty space, is where real action, meaning, and progress are found. (And as you’ll learn in chapter 6, climbing a ladder is passé.)

As a futurist, this dynamic makes sense to me because in one way or another, the forces that shape the future are always on the periphery before going mainstream. For years, “mainstream leaders” believed that mobile phones would never overtake traditional landlines. Mobile phones were marginalized. Yet today there are nearly twice as many mobile devices as people on the planet, and landlines are fast becoming relics.

Mainstream thinking also deemed a pandemic a peripheral threat—until the coronavirus infected hundreds of millions and body-slammed the global economy in just a few months. Indeed, sometimes what’s on the periphery can go mainstream at warp speed.

My point here is simple: we need to drastically improve our ability to see, and appreciate, what’s on the periphery and in the empty space. Not only because a just, equitable society demands it; this is also where truly innovative ideas come from.

Empty space is the ideal place, indeed perhaps the only place, where there is enough oxygen to breathe life into new possibilities.

Laura Huang saw this. She knew that all around the white men who are at the center of traditional MBA curricula are extraordinary yet underrepresented experts on business strategy, finance, investment, organizational theory, management, and leadership. So she created The Well-Balanced MBA Reading List featuring women and people of color (and yes, white men to balance things out).50 Their perspectives are fresh. They come at business and life from the side flank. Their goal isn’t to “hit the bull’s-eye”: they know that’s already past its prime. They’re writing a new script that includes a bigger, more inclusive future of business and beyond.

LEARNING TO SEE

In many ways today’s world is one giant case study of learning where to look and, fundamentally, how to see. When change hits, those who can see what’s on the edges, in the empty space, and where new solutions are to be found are better positioned to navigate uncertainty and be responsible leaders. But it’s one thing to talk about this superpower and another thing to actually develop it. So let’s look at a few simple ways to get started.

Expand Your Peripheral Vision

Peripheral vision is the ability to see objects, movement, and opportunities outside your direct line of vision. You can think of peripheral vision as the awareness of everything you’re not looking at.

Today, most people are hyperfocused on what’s front and center: the task at hand, the next thing on the to-do list, this quarter’s returns, or just getting through the day. We often don’t notice what’s on the periphery or horizon. Perhaps you don’t feel like you have the time, or you’re not sure where to look. Yet there’s an entire universe of new insights and aha’s within your grasp … if you can see it.

Peripheral vision isn’t just about fresh ideas or finding answers. It turns out that when you’re anxious, your peripheral vision shrinks. This can happen if you’re anxious about work, grades, finances, expectations, relationships with friends and colleagues, or just about anything. The effect is the same: your scope of reality, comfort, and creativity narrows. This is called “tunnel vision” for good reason.51

Expanding your peripheral vision opens up new horizons, surfaces solutions, and reduces anxiety. Yet it doesn’t happen automagically; it’s a skill you must develop and a superpower you must practice.

Our ancestors used their peripheral vision far more than we do today. Peripheral vision evolved to catch movement, not to pay attention to details (that’s the job of central vision). In other words, peripheral vision is good at detecting that something enters our field of vision, but it is weak at distinguishing whether that thing is red or blue, soft or hard, friend or foe. Our ancestors simply needed to identify “incoming alert!” and then passed things over to their central vision colleagues.

Yet today, our peripheral vision has atrophied. As a species, humans now spend enormous amounts of time in front of screens, we’ve sliced our time into fractions, and the risk of a tiger in hot pursuit is slim. Our survival once depended on the quick response of our peripheral vision. But today we hover over our devices, poring over messages and texts on screens smaller than a slice of bread.

In other words, we’ve let our peripheral vision lapse precisely when it would serve us well.

Thankfully, we can get it back. We can regroove this ability and put booster rockets on it.

To go back to basics, try this simple exercise:

Hold your hands in front of your face. Put your thumbs on your ears. Pivoting on your ears, spread your fingers out to the sides and move them backward until you can’t see them anymore. Then begin to wiggle your fingers and move them forward until you see them on your periphery. That’s your peripheral vision. Pay attention to it. What do you see that you didn’t notice before?

You can also practice this while blinking, moving your head from side to side or in circles, or while walking, reading, or doing any other activity that restricts your attention.

Or go upside down. Hang from a tree, do a handstand, or simply reach for your toes. Then look at wherever you are from this new vantage point. Don’t overthink it. Do you see the same scene, differently? What had you not noticed right side up?

I have done handstands for more than forty years.52 What began as childhood gymnastics has turned into a full-fledged passion for an “upside down perspective” and a core part of my personality. Practicing handstands helps me shift my view and see better. They increase my flexibility and mental acuity. And they’re fun.53 What’s not to like?

Expanding your peripheral vision isn’t a silver bullet. But it can help you see more, see better, and soften your anxiety. It’s a great place to start.

(Re)assess Your Intention

There are endless ways in which invisible value is hidden today. Oftentimes, whether you see or don’t see it depends on your intention as you look.

For example, whether we see people—and treat people—as consumers or citizens boils down to intention:


• If you want people to buy your products or click on your ads: that’s seeing them as consumers.

• If you want to help, create, be of service, and help others reach their potential: that’s seeing them as citizens and collaborators.



Whether we see ourselves as passive or active participants in life comes down to intention as well:


• If you rely on the old script or believe that what you do won’t make a difference, then you’ll probably stay put, keep quiet, and fear what comes next.

• If you open a Flux Mindset and believe that your Flux Superpowers can be developed, then you see—and are already harnessing—your agency for change.



And whether we seek answers and find solutions depends on … you guessed it: intention!


• If you ask with an intention to judge or criticize, your mental door is already closed.

• If you ask with an intention of curiosity, however, you’re likely to learn something new (including how to ask better questions and question your assumptions).



Reassessing your intention is a critical step in opening a Flux Mindset and developing this superpower. As Jane Goodall said, “What you do makes a difference. You have to decide what kind of difference you want to make.”54 What kind of difference do you wish to make in a world in flux? What are your intentions today?

MAKE THE INVISIBLE, VISIBLE

Developing the ability to perceive beyond what’s visible front and center is a superpower for today’s world. It enables you to discover your roots, spark new insights, develop new solutions, and show up fully in life. It lowers your anxiety, awakens your inner voice, and brings you in closer touch with others. It gives you clarity of vision for whatever changes come your way.

All too often, we don’t realize how much we don’t see, whether it’s not seeing our own gifts and abilities, or not seeing systemic injustices, or not seeing beauty that’s all around us. The more you’re stuck in the old script, the less you can see. Ultimately, you become blind to the truth and the fullness of life.

But as you write your new script, this changes completely. Indeed, seeing what’s invisible represents the difference between hope and fear. Between thoughtful observation and paralysis. Between knowing when to act and when to wait. Between building an oppressive system or an inclusive system. Once again, it’s a difference that can make all the difference.

SEE WHAT’S INVISIBLE: REFLECTIONS


1. Do you tend to trust your head or your heart more?

2. When your peers tell you to turn right, do you ever want to turn left instead?

3. Can you detect invisible patterns?

4. How aware are you of the rules that govern your life? How explicit are they?

5. How has privilege (or lack of privilege) affected your script? What kind(s) of privilege?



Again, notice how your perspective may have shifted as a result of reading this chapter. Pay attention to how it can show up in your new script.




CHAPTER 3

GET LOST

Lost really has two disparate meanings. Losing things is about the familiar falling away, getting lost is about the unfamiliar appearing.

—REBECCA SOLNIT

Bukovina is not on most travelers’ itineraries. Tucked in the northeastern corner of Romania, near Moldova and Ukraine, Bukovina is a sleepy pocket of rolling landscape dotted with Orthodox churches and monasteries. Built between 1487 and 1583, these religious structures are covered inside and out, floor to ceiling, with brilliant frescoes. For centuries candle smoke dimmed the frescoes’ colors and ultimately snuffed out their visibility to the outside world.

After the collapse of communism and the Romanian Revolution, Bukovina slowly began to reemerge. I’d heard fables about these frescoes in my college art history class and dreamed of visiting. A few years later—still long before smartphones, GPS, organized tourism, or Airbnb—and after a marathon Tolstoy-esque train ride, I found myself in the town of Suceava (soo-chah-vah), the closest jumping-off point for the monastery circuit.

From Suceava, I hitchhiked along muddy roads traversed more by donkeys than cars. I caught taxis when I could, but transport was thin. Locals, most of whom were farmers, looked at me with a mixture of curiosity, delight, and pity. I rode in sputtering Russian-era cars and wagons filled with hay. Smiles and pointing were our common languages. The frescoes were more extraordinary than I’d imagined. The landscape was calming.

Walking along a quiet lane one day, lost in my thoughts, someone shouted, “Hey! Lady! Hey!”

I turned to my right and saw a quintessential Romanian grandmother: a human cannonball with ruddy cheeks and a kerchief firmly knotted under her chin. She had flung open her wooden shutters and clearly wanted my attention.

I stopped and stared. What was I supposed to do? For that matter, where was I?

The old woman continued, “Hey! Lady!” in a thick-yet-melodic accent. I cautiously responded, “Hello … ?”

“Lady, are you lost?”

I paused. On the one hand, I had no idea where I was. Romania, yes, but technically I was very much lost.

On the other hand, I felt more alive than ever. I was riding in wheelbarrows, eating mamaliga cum brinza (steamed polenta with milky-fresh melted cheese), and seeing frescoes hidden for centuries. In those moments, I was anything but lost.

Grandma didn’t wait for my answer. “Lady! Lady! You must be lost. Come in here now!”

Two minutes later, I’m in the middle of a Romanian family dinner. It’s as though I’ve arrived from the moon. Grandma’s children and grandchildren surround me, simultaneously firing questions in Romanian-spiced English: Why was I in Bukovina? What is America like? Would I like more mamaliga?

As stomachs filled, the conversation turned to why I was traveling alone. The family was convinced that I not only was lost geographically but also had lost my husband—because why else would a woman travel alone? (Never mind any other traveling partner or gender.) It wasn’t judgment; it was genuine curiosity, tinged with worry. She’s lost and we must help her!

In rural Romania, traveling alone was simply unheard-of. It wasn’t that this family didn’t believe that I could; rather, they were baffled by why I would want to. I didn’t fit their script whatsoever. They had fought hard for their country’s recent independence from Russia and all that entailed, but individual independence still revolved around community, and wanderlust was a different concept altogether.

Usually when I was met with questions like “Where is your husband?” on the road, I would chafe. “Don’t assume I’m not capable!” I would mutter under my breath. But this meal taught me something different, about the Theory of Flux and how multiple scripts can evolve at the same time.

The family was concerned for my well-being for reasons far from my mind, while I was worried about things distant from theirs. Our views on getting lost were completely different and equally valid.

We had different roots and orientations. Our old scripts were wildly different, and we were at different points on our respective journeys to a new script. Nevertheless, we could share our respective views and learn from one another’s navigation styles. In the process I discovered a new slice of what makes me, me.

When we’d finished our last drop of homemade tuica (plum brandy), the son drove me to the train station. But he didn’t just drop me off. He escorted me to the ticket office, purchased my ticket, walked me to the train, got on the train with me, ensured that my seat was to my liking, and commanded my seatmate to look out for me.

For once, I didn’t chafe. I relished every minute. Getting lost was found.

THE SUPERPOWER: GET LOST

In the landscape of change, getting lost is how you find your way. Humans’ relationship with getting lost is complicated. Although many people would agree that getting lost is half the fun of life, the old script sees it as failure. Getting lost is a liability that’s perceived to involve loss of some kind: I’ve done something wrong, I’ve fumbled, and life will somehow be less as a result.

But in an upside-down world in which new changes hit every day—when familiarity is itself in flux—getting lost is part of a new script. In this world we are uprooted, disoriented, and unmoored constantly. Whatever compass you’re using has gone kaput. What’s more, this new landscape of change isn’t something you, or I, or anyone gets to choose. Flux just is.

Once you’ve opened a Flux Mindset, getting lost becomes a virtue: a secret weapon and stroke of genius not only to embrace being lost but to actively seek out the unfamiliar and stretch beyond your comfort zone as well. Getting lost doesn’t mean lacking direction or being foolish—that’s just the old script at work again. Rather, it means being completely comfortable with what you don’t (and may never) know.

Fundamentally, this superpower boils down to your response: Does getting lost make you feel comfortable or distressed? Curious or anxious? Can you get out of your own way, or do you trip over your own feet?

My own experience with getting lost is multifold. Losing my parents and then forging new relationships, losing and then finding my way through several career chapters, losing hope and then finding meaning, all coupled with travel adventures (and misadventures) from Bukovina to Bolivia to Bali: each of these experiences has helped me regrind my lens on change. They’ve helped me see that getting lost is a gift. If you never get lost, you never actually find your way, and your new script can never fully shine.

Thankfully, in a world of more change, you’re going to get lost often. We all are, and you know the reason why: because the old script is breaking. It is no longer fit for purpose. And as your Flux Mindset opens, you’ll learn how to get lost in the best of ways: how to be comfortable in discomfort, find familiarity in the unfamiliar, see what you were really looking for … and ultimately weave all of this into your new script.

THE LOST UNIVERSE

There are as many ways to get lost as there are people. Getting lost goes far beyond taking a wrong turn.


• You can get lost in your natural environment: in the wilderness or at sea.

• You can get lost in your built environment: the wrong address, road, or landmark.

• You can get lost in your digital environment: new apps and technologies (ironically, even those designed to help you navigate).

• You can get lost in time.

• You can get lost in your thoughts.

• You can get lost in an idea.

• You can get lost in a book.

• You can get lost in your emotions.

• You can get lost learning something new.

• You can tell others to get lost.

• And various people and organizations may be helping you get lost. (For more on this, head to chapter 4, Start with Trust.)




Getting lost, finding yourself

Recall a story about a time you got lost or disoriented. It could be in a foreign country, a parking lot, or your own home. Don’t overthink it.

Think about how you responded to being lost at that time. What feelings came up? Did you feel fearful and frustrated, or curious and adventurous?

Think about how you would like to react to getting lost. Go back to your story. Were you telling it from the perspective of your old script or new script? Can you retell it from a vantage point of hope and discovery?



Sometimes these experiences have magnificent results. You may discover new things and become more aware of your surroundings. You can reorient your compass. You’re able to see and experience more, and more vividly. You learn new skills and widen your perspective in ways that fundamentally transform you. Getting lost can bring you alive.

Yet other times, getting lost can be frustrating or dangerous. In times past, losing sight of the trail or shore meant great peril. Today, for many people, disorientation triggers anxiety and fear. In the business world (with old-script rules), getting lost is shunned and stigmatized: it’s seen as compromising efficiency and productivity.

When we optimize for efficiency, getting lost is the ultimate inefficiency. But not only that: in the process, we sap creativity out of the picture and send the misguided signal that the path ahead is clear. In reality, it is anything but clear. Indeed, if the goal is truly innovative solutions, or fresh thinking, or simply being resilient, then getting lost is essential.

LOST ≠ LOSS ≠ FAILURE

Part of why many people struggle with getting lost is that they confuse it with, or substitute it for, loss. I can relate. When my parents died, I was lost beyond measure. I’d lost my footing, my sounding boards, and the home I’d grown up in. The ground beneath me had cracked and given way. I worried that I would soon lose my sister, my health, and my curiosity too.

But loss and lost are different, and neither means failure (though the old script goes to great lengths for you to believe otherwise). While my life had clearly changed and was “less” my parents, it was not somehow destined to be doomed. True, it would be wildly different from what I’d ever imagined, but it was also an invitation to go somewhere new. I was lost and going to get more lost, whether I wanted to or not. And in the process, I could write a new script of my own. I’d have adventures. New doors might open. I might gain new superpowers. In fact, getting lost might turn out to be not only the antithesis of failure but the best outcome ever.

TRADE-OFFS AND SCARCITY

Many people also struggle with getting lost thanks to trade-offs and scarcity thinking, hallmarks of the old script. Trade-off thinking says that the only way I can win is if someone else loses (and vice versa: if you win, I must lose), while scarcity thinking is rooted in the belief that no matter how much there is, there will never be enough. In both cases, the loss-lost-failure cycle repeats.

But hang on … says who?!

Trade-offs and scarcity thinking are problematic even in the best of times. But the headaches they cause are compounded in a world in flux, because we’re applying traditional metrics (the old script!) to a radically changed reality. This goes far beyond the feeling of being “lost” due to a job loss or disrupted schedule.

Today, every single person—young and old, rich and poor, around the world, and across the political spectrum—has lost some part of life as they’ve known it. Globally, the ground has shifted beneath everyone’s feet—and it is far from settled. It may be the loss of loved ones, a source of income, a favorite restaurant, vacation plans, or hope for the future. For many, it’s the simple-yet-crucial loss of a sense of normalcy. (Even an abysmal status quo is at least familiar.) Under such circumstances, any script that says “stay in your own lane” sounds ludicrous. It’s prime time to get lost.

GROWTH BEYOND YOUR COMFORT ZONE

When I was growing up, my dad was a geography teacher and my best friend. Our family didn’t have much in terms of money or physical possessions, but my dad had abundant curiosity. At our kitchen table I had a plastic place mat, like many kids do, to contain spills. On my place mat was a map of the world. In the morning over breakfast, my dad and I would play (what we called) the capital game. He’d name a country, and over time I learned the capitals. Names like Addis Ababa, Ulaanbaatar, and Ouagadougou were magical to say, and I began to dream of visiting these far-off lands one day.

As I explored new (to me) corners of the globe while munching cereal, my dad would drill three things into my head.


• First: “The world is bigger than your own backyard. Go explore it! You might even find it has some of the answers to the questions you ask at home.”

• Second: “The world doesn’t exist to serve you. You’re incredibly lucky to go to school, and that good fortune gives you a responsibility to give back.”

• And to wrap up: “Remember, the more different someone looks than you, the more interesting they are to get to know. Why would you want to hang out with people who look like you, sound like you, and eat the same things as you?! That sounds pretty boring to me. Now, go have a good day at school.”



Growing up, I assumed all kids had the same breakfast lesson. Years later I learned that this isn’t the case, which sent me on a quest to understand: Does this advice hold up beyond childhood? Does getting lost by stretching beyond one’s comfort zone make a meaningful difference in the real world?

The answer is a resounding yes. What’s more, it doesn’t require getting straight A’s, earning a lot of money, or traveling long distances. Most of all, it’s grounded in common sense.

Diversity invites consideration of different options, opinions, ideas, and points of view. Diversity stretches our imaginations, creativity, and curiosity. It underscores our interdependence and makes us stronger. Diverse teams, boards, and organizations have higher rates of innovation, resilience, and returns over time.55

But that’s not all. Beyond day-to-day benefits, periods of great change demand fresh perspectives. In other words, more diverse teams and individuals exposed to more diversity are more ready for a world in flux.

Ninety percent of people get lost because they don’t go far enough.

—ANONYMOUS


Lost by another name

▪ When faced with uncertainty, do you draw on other cultures, traditions, or stories to help you cope? Which ones? How are their scripts different from yours? How did you learn about them?

▪ What was the last book you read by a person from a very different culture than yours?



NOT LOST. JUST TEMPORARILY MISPLACED.

Humans have developed a remarkable array of approaches to navigate the unfamiliar. Time and again, across cultures and continents, we are reminded: we are less lost than temporarily misplaced. The point of life is not to not get lost per se but to grow through finding your bearings. When the ground beneath you shifts, you can steady and reorient yourself.

What follows is a selection of perspectives and tools from different people, lifestyles, and corners of the planet about getting lost. Some relate to getting lost in travel, others lost in thought, and still others lost in life. Some manifest culture-wide, others within a given country, region, or organization. Each one underscores the diversity of what works and probes the question of what makes you, you. Which ones might shed light on your new script?

Do You Know Your Wēijī from Your Wabi Sabi?

In the West, the word crisis typically conjures up images of doom and destruction: at best, discomfort; at worst, Armageddon. The word comes from the Greek word krísis, meaning the act of judgment or determination. In this view, a world in flux is crisis on steroids. Dystopia has arrived; we might as well throw in the towel.

In China, crisis is viewed differently. The Chinese word for crisis is wēijī (危机). Wēijī is composed of two symbols: wēi, which represents “danger,” and jī, which represents a turning or “change point.” Crisis is a challenge, but one that demands awareness, sparks curiosity, and opens possibility.

Two different scripts seek to explain a phenomenon that has unmoored humanity for millennia. What if more people in more places knew about wēijī? It wouldn’t eliminate crisis, of course, but it could reshape how we wrestle with change. It could insert a dose of hope to temper the fear.

Traveling east from Greece and west from China, we arrive in Tibet and then India: places of the bardo. The bardo is a space of imagining, a gap between worlds. In the bardo is where transition and transformation happen.56 It is a daunting, awe-inspiring, otherworldly place where we might reimagine ourselves, our dreams, society, the future … or all of them.

In Buddhism, the bardo is an intermediate, liminal state between death and rebirth. It’s the in-between phase between one state of existence, one way of being, and another. In the bardo, death doesn’t mean only one’s physical death. It can also mean the end of a lifestyle, an illness, or a state of mind.

Keeping this concept of bardo in mind, consider the word apocalypse. The original meaning of apocalypse (from Greek apokálypsis) isn’t “disaster” but “revelation and unveiling.” An apocalyptic time is one of great truth and transformation.

Now connect the scripts of the bardo and apocalypse to today’s world. We might say that humanity is in a collective bardo right now, as we navigate new unknowns and existential threats. Seen through the bardo’s light, however, this is less a challenge to be feared than an opportunity to unveil a new and vastly better world.

What if more people in more places knew about the bardo and what apocalypse really means? It wouldn’t magically—poof!—eliminate uncertainty, but our ability to thrive in the in-betweens of change would fundamentally improve.

Traveling east from China, we reach Japan. The land of the rising sun is also famed for its aesthetic about change and impermanence. Wabi sabi and kintsugi celebrate those forces outright.

Wabi sabi are syllables that roll off the tongue. Wabi sabi is the love of imperfection and the transitory nature of all things. Wabi sabi represents the path to wisdom and success in Japan—in other words, making peace with our ever-aging selves and our ever-changing world.57 Wabi sabi doesn’t attempt to keep things as they are, nor is it thrown off-kilter when they don’t go as planned.

Kintsugi (“golden joinery”) is the Japanese philosophy of seeing beauty in what’s broken. It is best known as the art of repairing broken pottery, in which the seam that binds the broken pieces is more beautiful than the original work.58 Both kintsugi and wabi sabi see—and appreciate and encourage—change as healthy, positive, even aspirational. Yes, change is messy. But wouldn’t it be a better world if we cheered one another along through the hard stuff rather than trying to disguise it? Change can’t be pretended away.

Western language has no equivalent—and really, no comparable scripts—for wabi sabi and kintsugi. Linguistic gaps may remain, but that doesn’t prevent you from authoring your new script. Imagine incorporating these concepts, as more people in more places take comfort in what they stand for … and a new script for society begins to emerge.

My barn having burned, I can now see the moon.

—SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY JAPANESE POET MIZUTA MASAHIDE

The Power of Bildung

It’s not just different cultural concepts of change that we can learn from. From time to time, progressive cultures have built structures to help people embrace massive change as well. You might think of this as creating helpful containers for getting lost … and for new scripts to emerge.

In the late nineteenth century, Nordic countries (Norway, Denmark, Sweden, and Finland) were poor places adjusting to the widespread changes brought about by the first Industrial Revolution (which was in its own way a tumultuous new script at the time). Government and community leaders recognized that thriving in a newly industrialized world would take much more than merely adopting a compulsory, lockstep education system. It would require a deeper understanding of one’s inner world, values, and web of relationships that shape life.

So they created bildung: an educational ecosystem to help people explore these themes and their own personal growth. (Bildung is a German word that, like wabi sabi and kintsugi, has no equivalent in English.) In effect, these institutions built scaffolding for citizens standing on shaky inner ground. Roughly 10% of the population took bildung retreats, for free, for up to six months; this was enough for the bildung ethos to spread widely across society.59

Bildung reimagines not only educational curricula but also how students of all ages see the world and think about getting (or feeling) lost. It helps people write and interpret their own new scripts. It recognizes the importance of deep listening and resilience. It sees education first and foremost as the ability to navigate complexity and change.

Imagine what an updated, global bildung network fit for the twenty-first century could achieve!

UNCERTAINTY BY ANOTHER NAME

Think of a time when you’ve been truly befuddled. You probably started sleuthing the answer by looking close at hand: drawing on what you already know, plus Google searches with familiar terms. But do you ever stop to consider what a discipline about which you know very little (or even nothing) might be able to teach you? True, this can be a bit chicken-and-egg—after all, you don’t know what you don’t know—yet entirely rewarding to give a whirl. And it doesn’t have to be only things you don’t know about.

For example, what would experts from entirely unrelated fields say about constant change?

A biologist would probably point towards evolution as constant, unrelenting change—and the superpower of species adaptation. A linguist may focus on etymology: the word uncertainty derives from the Latin verb cernere, which means “to distinguish or discern one thing from the rest.” Our ability to deal with uncertainty is rooted in our ability to discern what’s what—and how they are related.60 An astronomer whose research on stars and galaxies is rife with unknowns aims to develop better ways to estimate uncertainty. Anthropologists may harness astronomy, too, as they research how cultures throughout human history have developed stories, metaphors, and rituals that shape our view of the world, how we orient ourselves, and whether we fear change or embrace it.

Biologists, linguists, astronomers, anthropologists—to say nothing of historians, neuroscientists, psychologists, sociologists, and myriad others—struggle with change, research change, and have developed views on change. They get lost in change in different ways all the time. There is no single answer, or solution, yet each of these disciplinary scripts helps fill in gaps and overcome fears about not knowing.

Different domains of expertise provide unique perspectives on change. Think of these as enriching the soil of the ground that you stand on and orient from. The closer you can stand in the shoes of another and experience change from their perspective, with their carefully drafted script in hand, the better you can understand a bigger picture, including where your own challenges with navigating change may come from and how you might embrace them. You’re both fortifying your foundations and helping one another get comfortable getting lost.

Amitav Ghosh is a best-selling Indian author of novels that span time, place, and culture. His view of why some people fear change and others do not is compelling. Ghosh says, “I come from a part of the world where we didn’t have very rosy expectations of the world or the future. We knew there would be a lot of upheavals, and we witnessed these upheavals at first hand, so in that sense I think Westerners had a belief in stability and the promise of the future that I didn’t share.

“I have a philosopher friend who says: All projections of the future are fundamentally projections of power,” Ghosh continues. “This is why it’s almost always the white guys who make those projections, because they’re really projecting a disappearance of power into the future. I don’t know anything about the future.” 61

In those few short lines, Ghosh speaks volumes about our complicated relationships with change. Some cultures have witnessed or experienced change—getting lost, in many ways—so often that it’s become normalized. For these cultures, constant change is the script. Flux is the rule; stasis is the exception. We might think of nomadic cultures as an extreme version of this: when you move and rebuild your home several times a year, your whole life long, you naturally develop a mindset of permanent impermanence. Change is your norm.

At the other end of the spectrum, cultures that have experienced long periods of stability tend to be the most fearful of change. This fear is baked into the script. Moreover, the more tools we have to prevent ourselves from getting lost superficially—from GPS to budget-tracking apps—the easier it is for this fear to get buried. But this fear doesn’t go away; it festers. Deep down we still believe we can control uncertainty, and the future … and as we’ve seen, this is what gets us in trouble.

When you open a Flux Mindset and learn to celebrate getting lost, this celebration becomes a piece of your new script. Until then, it may torment you: keeping you from making wise decisions, opening up to new opportunities, or being fully yourself.

Cultures that normalize getting lost are far better placed at navigating a world in flux, with or without GPS. I’m not saying nomadic life is easy or that experiencing upheaval inoculates you against fear. Not at all. Rather, cultures that see constant change as the rule rather than the exception and have integrated this into their scripts are able to groove mindsets that adapt rather than control. How fluxy is that?

CODDIWOMPLING

Have you ever had an urge to travel but didn’t know where to go?

Have you ever wanted to try something new but didn’t know quite what?

Have you ever chafed at having to “have a plan?”

Have you ever wondered if there is more to life than “making it?” Are you even clear on what “it” actually is?

If any of these ring true, then welcome to the world of coddiwomple.

Coddi-what?

Coddiwomple. A delightful word that when said well might make you blush.

Coddiwomple is an essential entry in the Flux Mindset lexicon, though it’s still difficult to find in most dictionaries (which by and large overrepresent the old script). It means to travel in a purposeful manner towards an as-yet-unknown destination.62

Coddiwomple exemplifies not just getting lost but being lost, excitedly and intentionally, from the outset. You can coddiwomple your way into a dream job that you didn’t know existed (if this intrigues you, then head to chapter 6 on portfolio careers), or you can coddiwomple your way through the adventure of a lifetime. Coddiwompling is driven by purpose, courage, and authenticity. But it breaks with tradition—and the majority of today’s life coaches—by letting go of the old script’s maxims: that “making it” is a fixed milestone, and “getting there” is a predetermined destination.63 In a coddiwomple world, “it” and “there” are constantly evolving, ever changing—and that is the essence of life.

A coddiwompler has peace of mind because she’s not waiting to “become” someone or for something else to happen. She has left the old script at the side of the road and is forging her own path. She’s comfortable getting lost because, well, she knows that’s where the truly worthwhile opportunities are. She’s constantly incorporating new information about what is and could be in her new script, rather than selling herself short on what was in the old script. A coddiwompler is the personification of flux.

LADY, ARE YOU LOST?

On any given day, everyone is lost in some way. Yet when change hits, feeling lost can shift to feeling unmoored. Opening a Flux Mindset helps you regain your bearings while harnessing the strength that comes from getting lost.

There are many more ways you can get lost proactively in your daily life beyond what has already been shared. Here are a few easy, tried-and-true suggestions to help you build this superpower:


• Adopt the mindset of a traveler. Even if your adventures are limited to one room, your backyard, or your neighborhood: What do you carry with you? What do you really know (versus think you know, or wish you knew about your environs)? What do you not know but could benefit from learning or exploring?

• Notice the first emotion triggered when unexpected change arrives. Do you see a crisis or an opening? Do you see an apocalypse or a bardo? Spend time with these feelings and consider why they are your default. What happens if you try an alternative?

• Think like a coddiwompler. What does your purposeful manner of travel to an as-yet-unknown destination look like?

• Turn off your GPS. Orient yourself with your surroundings, as a human.

• Blindfold yourself. Explore your home or backyard blindfolded. Eat dinner in the dark. Move slowly, stop frequently, pay attention, listen. Mentally map your movements (or where food is on your plate), then test your accuracy afterwards.



Getting Lost has overlaps with every other Flux Superpower, so you’ll see it again. For now, remember: getting lost is an opportunity to get found, to get comfortable in discomfort and familiar with the unfamiliar. It’s part of your new script, based on your unique life journey in an ever-changing world.

GET LOST: REFLECTIONS


1. When you become disoriented, do you typically feel frustrated, fearful, or curious?

2. Do you tend to see detours as hassles or adventures?

3. When you were growing up, were you encouraged to hang out with people who are like you or different from you? What were those people like? What did you learn?

4. When faced with uncertainty, who or what grounds you and helps you find your way?

5. To what extent do other cultures or traditions factor into your worldview? How are these scripts different from yours? How did you learn about them?



Keep noticing. Keep paying attention. Keep integrating these aha’s into your new script.




CHAPTER 4

START WITH TRUST

The best way to find out if you can trust somebody is to trust them.

—ERNEST HEMINGWAY

Today’s global trust crisis makes headlines so often it’s almost cliché. A global trust barometer has fallen to its lowest levels ever.64 Our trust in corporations, government, media, and academe seems fundamentally broken. Worse, we increasingly mistrust one another. Consider but a few ways in which this plays out all too often:


• We don’t trust government leaders or CEOs to be ethical.

• We don’t trust the media to report the truth.

• We don’t trust corporations to put the needs of society before this quarter’s returns.

• We don’t trust someone who looks different, eats different foods, or wears different clothes than we do.

• We don’t trust employees to show up to work on time or to not steal intellectual property.

• We don’t trust a neighbor to respect our peace and privacy.

• We don’t trust children to be capable of learning or playing safely on their own.

• We don’t trust banks to see us as more than our account balance.

• We don’t trust the education system to prepare the next generation for tomorrow.

• We don’t trust where our food comes from, and we don’t trust the companies that produce it.

• We don’t trust anything, so we paper over our mistrust with legal contracts and lawsuits.

• We don’t trust you to know what’s best for you.

• And if this weren’t enough, today there is an active undermining of trust underway, fueled by individuals and organizations who wish to wreak havoc and divide society.



Despite myriad laws and the regulatory, certification, and oversight organizations that are supposed to enforce them, humans are struggling with trust at every level. We distrust, or mistrust, far too many of our institutions, our leaders, our colleagues, our peers, our policymakers, our neighbors, and even (though thankfully a bit less) ourselves.65

We’ve lost our bearings and urgently need to reestablish trust as our North Star: individually, organizationally, and societally. Without it, the future is beyond bleak.

If it is any consolation, today’s struggles with trust are not new. Trust has been a challenge throughout history. Rachel Botsman, trust expert and author of Who Do You Trust?, notes that there are more academic papers on the definition of trust than on any other sociological concept (including love).66

Botsman defines trust as “a confident relationship to the unknown.”67 Dictionaries call it “assured reliance on the character, ability, or truth of someone or something” or “dependence on something future or contingent; hope.” Clearly confidence, hope, and uncertainty play starring roles. Together, this is called our horizon preference and affects how we perceive the world: when we have a high level of confidence—about ourselves, our surroundings, and the future—it’s easier to trust. When we have a low level of confidence about any of these things, our trust wobbles. Our hope turns to fear.

Trust is not just about confidence and hope, however. It’s also about intention.

When fully expressed, trust is an invitation to repair and strengthen relationships, an invitation to express your credibility, your reliability, your authenticity, and your values. When a request to “trust me” is used as a vehicle to curry favor or to get something from someone else that advances my own self-interest, it is suspicious and will likely backfire. Trust and self-interest are inversely correlated: all else being equal, the greater your true intention to help others without personal benefit, the greater your trustworthiness (and the greater the “benefit” of being trustworthy).

This book is a gesture of trust, and this chapter reflects a longer journey into trust that was jolted into hyperdrive when my parents died. All of a sudden, I had to trust in order to rebuild and survive. And I had to do this at precisely the same time that in many ways the world I had trusted melted before my eyes.

I had to trust others to guide me, including many people I’d never met before. I had to trust my grief, my heart, and my inner voice to not lead me astray. Perhaps most of all, learning to trust meant trusting love—and that loving someone did not mean they would unexpectedly die too.

This journey was neither smooth nor predictable. I met more than a few people who took advantage of me and my grief along the way. But again and again, I saw that such people were the exception, not the rule. Most people are fundamentally good: they greet life, and others, with good intent. Each time I was reminded of this, I became a little bit more grounded: more capable, more confident, and less anxious whenever change hit.

I began to see not only how the old script of mistrust, fear, and always being on guard was not helping me rebuild myself but also how harmful and counterproductive it is for humanity, period.

As the years passed, layers of trust formed. Years of solo travel cracked me open to trust in new ways on a near-daily basis: where to stay, whom to talk to, how much to pay, whether to accept an invitation. I began to rebuild a “family of choice” on the very principles of trust and vulnerability. Members of this extended family made leaps of faith and trust, together. Over time, our root systems intertwined.

Today as a futurist, when it comes to trust, I’m constantly on the lookout for what’s around the corner. On the one hand, new technologies have vastly expanded our ability to connect with one another, and in the process to forge trust with people you may have never known otherwise. On the other hand, a wide range of companies and organizations have subtly persuaded us that they themselves are trustworthy—which, we’re learning, is a leap of faith we make at our individual and collective peril. The more a company blasts out advertisements saying, “Trust us, we’ve got this!,” the less you should actually trust them.

Trust is the glue that holds people and society together: it is the master enabler of humanity and a safer, wiser world. Nevertheless, it can take years to build and be lost in a second. You know when it exists yet can’t point to it as you would a person or piece of furniture. It can only be earned, not given, even though many people try otherwise.

In so many ways, humans have slid down a slippery slope of mistrust, often without even noticing what’s happened. But it doesn’t have to be this way. How do we find our way back?

THE SUPERPOWER: START WITH TRUST

When trust seems broken, assume good intent.

Growing up, most children are taught: do not speak to strangers.

Growing up, most children are told: when the school bell rings, even if you’re completely absorbed in what you’re doing and learning, you must switch gears.

As adult professionals, we’re asked to sign nondisclosure agreements (NDAs) and log in and out of time clocks. New technologies track our keystrokes and facial expressions.

Take another look at these examples and the longer list at the beginning of this chapter. Together, they cover a huge range of activities that govern much of how we live, work, raise our families, and think about the future. We have internalized and normalized the assumption that humans can’t be trusted. It’s not that you mistrust everyone automatically; rather, the default for many people is that the average individual cannot be trusted. In the process, mistrust becomes not only how we orient our daily lives but also an invisible yet pervasive constraint on our individual and collective dreams.

Is this the way you wish to live your life, or how you wish to be seen by others?

When it comes to trust, the old script is like death by a thousand cuts. Day in and day out, we are reminded: people are not trustworthy. We cannot and should not trust one another. All else being equal, you cannot and should not trust me, and I cannot and should not trust you.

But hang on: What are we really achieving here?

We’re snipping the human connections and community that used to be the fabric of trust. We’re normalizing mistrust, disconnecting from each other and even from ourselves. We’re parching ground that was fertile, making it impossible for life—and trust—to take root and thrive.

And that’s not all. We’re also destroying curiosity, exacerbating inequality, and expending a ridiculous amount of time, money, and energy to keep these systems in place. (More on this in a bit.)

But remember: this is the old script, and in a world in flux, it’s crumbling before our eyes.

In a world in flux, it becomes glaringly clear that trust is the glue that holds relationships, organizations, and cultures together. When the world flips upside down, trust is how you anchor and right yourself. Trusted relationships help you ride the rapids of change with confidence. Mistrust surrounds you with fear and cuts you off from others.

Starting with trust doesn’t mean being naive (again, this is the old script at work). Nor does it mean there aren’t bad apples in society. The brilliant twist of this superpower is quite simple: treat untrustworthiness as the exception, rather than the norm. The effect is astonishing.

When it comes to trust, the new script isn’t actually that new. In reality, it’s timeless. It draws from universal human consciousness and indigenous wisdom that have been passed down for millennia. But as we “industrialized” the economy, “modernized” the world, and poured money into consumer mass-marketing campaigns, we also changed the script … and gradually this wisdom receded from collective consciousness. But this “new” script has always been there, and it is now time for us to rediscover it. It’s time to change the script back, starting with a few observations:


• Humans are naturally creative, curious, and trustworthy.

• Hamster wheels are not only not designed for humans, they are harmful to humans.

• Plundering natural resources is not okay.

• Trust is not built by marketing campaigns. Trust happens when we care for one another, look out for one another, and celebrate one another.




Examine your own notions of trust

▪ Do you think people are born good, or are people born evil?

▪ Where do you think you got this assumption from?

▪ How has this assumption played out in your life?

▪ Could you consider the opposite? What are the implications of doing so?

▪ How does trust of a spouse differ from that of an organization?

▪ Does technology help you trust more, or less?

▪ When you ask people to “trust you,” how does it feel?

As soon as you trust yourself, you will know how to live.

—Johann Wolfgang von Goethe



As with all of the Flux Superpowers, starting with trust—and embracing this new script—can only happen if you have opened a Flux Mindset. The old script believes that assuming good intent is foolish. With the old mindset, ironically, trusting someone is seen as a flaw in your character (not the other person)! But if you believe the new script and want to forge a more humane future, then starting with trust quite possibly reflects the most powerful of the superpowers to be fluxed.

MISTRUST DESTROYS GENIUS

Think about the last time you were invited into a team brainstorm but told you had to “stay in your lane” and couldn’t think beyond the topic you were assigned. Or maybe you were told you’d asked a “stupid question,” or that colleagues in another department don’t know what they’re talking about. Each of these instances is peppered with mistrust.

Systems designed from mistrust shut down our curiosity, shut us off, and disconnect us from one another. We kill the very things that otherwise bring our brilliance alive.

When we design from mistrust, we often destroy the genius that’s in the room.68 Rigid job titles and management hierarchies do a great job of this. So does compulsory education: we make kids study in lockstep fashion regardless of their curiosity. (History at 8 a.m.! Math at 9! Do not color outside the lines, and do not write a poem when you should be solving equations!) No wonder so many brilliant kids have a hard time with school. True, society is trying to ensure a basic level of knowledge (and a discussion of the challenges of today’s education systems is beyond the scope of this book). But the bigger point is: by and large, children’s curiosity and genius get stamped out, little by little, day by day—with a subtext of “we don’t trust you.”

Why do we do this? Why don’t we design in a way that unlocks genius—as children and adults, as professionals and parents, as innovators and instigators—and blows the lid off your Flux Superpowers? Let’s explore some of the reasons why, and what to do about it.

BREACHES OF TRUST BY (OUTDATED) DESIGN

Professionally, my most bitter taste of (mis)trust came as a lawyer. Whether the goal was more inclusive finance, more sustainable business, or simply making sure someone kept up their end of a deal, the tools of choice were the same: contracts, liability legalese, and lawsuits. I don’t remember a single pause to consider what a contract would look like between trusted parties; the default was mistrust, and the harsher the threat of legal action, the greater the perceived likelihood of compliance. I grew increasingly aghast: Where was the human connection? I went to law school to help empower people, yet the practice of law seemed designed to divide and seed distrust among them.

My point is not that contracts and legal norms don’t matter. Quite the opposite: the rule of law and the ability to uphold it have never mattered more. What I am saying is that we have papered over fundamentally human connections with legalese, and in the process we have snipped the very relationships that hold society together.

Yet law firms are but the beginning. When you really dig in, you find perceived breaches of trust everywhere—but not because most people are untrustworthy! Rather, we have designed so many things from the premise of mistrust of the average individual69 that we’ve crowded out the space for authentic trustworthiness to show up. There are far too many examples to list them all here, but consider this sampling (and keep reading for more details):


• Exorbitant executive pay is a breach of trust.

• Advertising is often a breach of trust. Marketing campaigns proclaim “Trust us!” without providing full transparency. Companies stalk and surveil customers,70 mining their information to sell more stuff while keeping them in the dark about what’s really going on.

• Incentivizing and rewarding people using measures that gloss over the real implications of their work—whether that means increased stress, environmental damage caused by the products they’re hired to make and sell, or prioritizing short-term profits over long-term well-being—are breaches of trust.

• Investment funds that invest in the firms doing these things are breaching the trust placed in them.



INEQUALITY BREEDS MISTRUST

Are you more likely to trust a CEO whose salary is in line with his team members, or one whose salary is exponentially greater than theirs? Why?

Are you more likely to trust a company that shares its profits with employees and opens its accounting books for public review, or one that keeps these details closed?

Are you more likely to trust someone who is rich, or someone who is poor? Why?

Inequality and mistrust are correlated. Within and among organizations, societies, countries, and cultures: the greater the inequality, the greater the mistrust.

In the United States, in 1958, the average CEO salary was eight times greater than the salary of the average worker. In 1965, this ratio had grown to 21-to-1, in 1989 it was 61-to-1, in 2018 it was 293-to-1, and in 2019 it had ballooned to 320-to-1.71 That means the typical CEO earns 320 times as much as the average person who works for him and is perfectly content with this arrangement. Yet think about this from a worker perspective: Where is the trust? If CEOs are out for their own payday, they are not authentically out for trust. Moreover, by approving such a structure, the company—including its board of directors—is fostering a culture of mistrust. It’s also botching other efforts aimed at resilience and sustainability (which we’ll take up in chapter 5, Know Your “Enough”). And there’s more: companies with greater salary inequality tend to be less well managed.72

The connection between mistrust and inequality isn’t only an American problem. It’s a global nemesis, with extra damage to places with colonialist history. Part of colonialism’s role was and still is to keep a wall of mistrust between natives and colonizers, between locals and foreigners. Breaking down trust not only creates an “us vs. them” mentality, it also legitimizes structural inequality. This system sowed the early seeds of mistrust long ago; today’s exorbitant executive pay is one of its many weeds that continues to fester.

Incentive-based compensation is a powerful, useful tool. It is used successfully by organizations worldwide. But too much of anything can be toxic, and when we find ourselves in a world in which approximately 2,100 people (the world’s billionaires) have greater financial wealth than the poorest 4.6 billion people combined,73 it’s impossible not to acknowledge that this system has missed the mark.

ANCIENT WISDOM, TIMELESS TRUST

Before we slide too far down the slope of mistrust, let’s take a step back into history, in order to better understand what came before us and to help us step forward into a brighter future.

In our modern-day struggles with trust, we can in fact learn a great deal from ancient and indigenous wisdom, which are in reality very much alive today and contain invaluable clues for how to flux.

Indigenous wisdom is rooted in trust and relationships: between people and the environment, between seasons and activities, between work and life, and among past and present and future.

For most of human history, people spent their days observing nature and gradually came to understand: When do fish run? When do seasons change? Where do birds lay their eggs? How do stars move?

For most of human history, people also lived in community, on the commons.74 We managed common resources—watersheds, land, food, shelter—with a communal mindset. No resource was for one to take and another to be denied. We learned to think ahead: if you find eggs in a nest, you don’t snatch them all—because you want there to be birds next year.

This wisdom was hard-won. It took patience, diligence, focus, and trust over millennia. From First Peoples in Australia to the First Nations in Canada, the Quechua in the Andes, and thousands of other tribes around the world, this ancient wisdom continues to hold the story of humankind.

Yet all of this was nearly ripped to shreds by the dual forces of colonization and consumerism, because indigenous wisdom presented a threat to their objectives.

Colonialism and consumerism, each in its own way, often labeled indigenous community management practices as heresy. Colonialists maligned and stigmatized indigenous wisdom as “primitive.” Consumer-driven mass-marketing pitches seek to blind us to its timeless common sense. (Remember the consumer vs. citizen riff in chapter 2? It’s a major part of our trust crisis too.) We become blinded to the point that we believe these misrepresentations are perfectly normal. A company that sells our intimate details in exchange for the ability to share our photos? Sure! A company whose CEO earns 1,000 times more than everyone else? Okay! These may (or may not) be misrepresentations or trade-offs we have agreed to; regardless, they are massive breaches of trust.

Moreover, this reality undermines our trust not only of organizations but also of one another. Mistrust has a remarkable ability to creep. Once we’ve normalized it, we often don’t even notice it’s there. But when you take a step back and look at what we’ve done—through surveillance capitalism and overprotection of intellectual property75, or simply fearing a child climbing on a jungle gym—it’s really weird. Common sense says we can do so much better than this. Indigenous wisdom knows we can.

As we seek to regain trust in the twenty-first century, this timeless wisdom is one key to get there. It is part of a “new” script that in reality long predates the old script. We don’t need to find new solutions: we need to regain our bearings, reconnect with ourselves and one another, and rediscover what we’ve always known.


Trust, truth, and ancient cultures

More than 3,000 years ago, sages in India were at work on a number of Sanskrit texts that form the backbone of Indian traditions today. One such work was the Yoga Sutras, attributed to the sage Patanjali.76 In this opus, Patanjali outlines a series of universal ethical restraints and observances, known as the yamas and niyamas. The second yama is satya, or truthfulness. Its root, sat, translates as “true essence or nature.”

According to satya, trust can come only by being truthful. Practicing satya requires a total commitment to truth: being truthful with ourselves and with others, in our words, actions, and intentions. When we are not truthful, we disconnect from our higher selves: our minds become confused and we cannot trust ourselves. With satya we can trust our inner wisdom and the outside world—including a world in flux.

Roughly a millennium later (and still in India), the chakra system emerged as part of another ancient text, the Vedas.77 Chakras are the seven energy centers within the human body, typically represented by a spinning disk or wheel that runs along one’s spine. The health of your chakras is directly connected to the health of your mind, body, and spirit.

The first chakra, known as the root chakra, grounds you and governs your sense of security. The second chakra, known as the sacral chakra or svadhisthana, means “the place of the self” and governs your emotions—including your right to feel.

If you are unable to trust, you are unable to feel. Trust is what opens you up to experience, engage, learn, and feel alive. When you are unable to feel, everything else in your system—including your personal power, identity, confidence, compassion, voice, perception, and intuition—can become blocked or, worse, cut off altogether. Trust is the fulcrum around which your potential revolves.

Halfway around the world and nearly two millennia later, the Toltecs of Mesoamerica further leveled up our understanding of trust. Popularized in The Four Agreements by Don Miguel Ruiz, the Toltecs held that truth—and trust—were at the center of all else.78 The first agreement is: be impeccable with your word. What is impeccable but being truthful and trustworthy?



THE NEW SCRIPT: DESIGN FROM TRUST

The old script of mistrust is like death by a thousand cuts, many of which we’ve now witnessed. In contrast, the new script of trust offers enormous opportunity—indeed, a super-superpower—for those who can embrace a Flux Mindset. When we start with trust, responsibly, we create abundance, connection, and solidarity. Consider the following:


• Wikipedia is a global online encyclopedia that allows anyone in the world to edit it.79

• Netflix’s employee expense policy is five words long: Act in Netflix’s best interests.80 No fancy HR handbooks, no per diems, no forms to sign. Just five words.

• BlaBlaCar is a global intercity ride-sharing platform that operates across Europe, Asia, and Latin America. Travelers heading in the same direction use it to share rides. They don’t know each other in advance but often make fast friends. BlaBlaCar transports more than four times as many people as the entire European train network and is valued at more than $1 billion.

• Microfinance is the provision of small loans to economically active poor people with no collateral. Traditional banks deem such customers “unbankable,” yet microfinance clients’ repayment rates are consistently as high or higher than any other type of loan.

• Early natives in Argentina mastered the art of horse gentling, known as doma india.81 For them, the traditional practice of taming a horse by “breaking” it is not only cruel but also leads to a far less capable animal. (It was only much later, when Europeans arrived in South America, that breaking horses began.)

• In Kibera (an urban slum near Nairobi, Kenya) and countless neighborhoods worldwide, neighbors share ingredients. One family provides the salt, another provides the flour. This is done without ledgers or IOUs. “What’s available” is not limited to your cupboard but, rather, extended to your community.

• Open-source software is software that anyone can use, study, modify, and share. It’s developed in a collaborative, public manner—in other words, it’s the antithesis of intellectual property zealously protected by legal moats. Some of today’s most powerful and popular programs are open source. Moreover, the concept extends far beyond software: open-source projects, products, and initiatives exist in almost every sector, harnessing the principles of open exchange, transparency, and collaborative participation.



Online encyclopedias, ride sharing, HR departments, software development, financial services: these are wildly different examples. Yet what do they all share in common?

They are all designed from trust,82 a fundamental building block of the new script.

These systems, models, products, and services are created from a fundamental belief that most humans are trustworthy, have good intentions, and are hardwired for human connection. Not all people: most people!83 Designing from trust acknowledges that bad apples exist, but treats them as an exception rather than the rule.

Designing from trust frees the genius that mistrust tried to destroy. Open-source software and Netflix’s HR norms trust people to figure things out and make new discoveries together. They turn the fear of scarcity into abundance born from trust.

These examples are counterintuitive at first. They force you to see just how far down the rabbit hole of mistrust you may have gone, often without realizing it. You might even feel embarrassed.

But once you’ve gone beyond that and really thought about what these examples represent, you want more. You want to join. You become an ambassador for trustworthiness. You crave more trust: to be trusted, to trust others, to live in a world that’s designed from trust. (Just imagine. It’d be awesome, no?)

I first learned about design from trust thanks to Jerry Michalski. Back in the 1990s, Jerry was a technology trends analyst. As he researched companies, he was shaken by consumerism’s hold on our lives. Over the years, he saw how the way we’re treated as consumers (rather than as citizens, creators, collaborators, or simply humans) involves many breaches of trust. Later, he grew those insights into Design from Trust.84 I came to trust Jerry, and his way of thinking, so much that I ended up marrying him.

THE NEW SCRIPT: LEAD WITH TRUST

I can hear you now: “I get the concept. But as a leader, really, what does it look like to start with and design from trust?” Here’s a snapshot of what to do, where to begin, and what to aim for on the horizon.

It Sucks to Hide Everything

As you’ve seen (and almost certainly experienced firsthand), companies are doing all kinds of things that prevent them from be(com)ing trustworthy.

When you design from mistrust, you have to hide information: from employees, from customers, from friends, ironically from whomever you wish to placate (or, in less-inspiring terms, from whomever you wish to co-opt). If you have exorbitant compensation structures, you’ve foreclosed the ability to have a candid, open conversation rooted in trust. You might launch a “trust us!” marketing campaign—but that is a clear-cut signal of untrustworthiness for workers and customers alike.

Here’s a good filter for whether your company is trustworthy: if it can’t share salary information transparently, if it runs marketing campaigns designed to persuade rather than empower customers, or if it keeps workers in lockstep lanes, then there’s a good chance it’s not.

It takes nontrivial actions to overcome these barriers and become a truly trustworthy organization. On the upside, there are myriad ways this can happen.

A good baseline is to conduct a “trust audit”: identify all of the places where trust is high, low, or nonexistent. Can you map these? Do you have an inkling of how mistrust crept in? Do you apply policies designed from mistrust to colleagues you have no reason not to trust?

For starters, err on the side of openness. Think open books: let all employees see budgets, salaries, and metrics.

Then, go further: let employees set salaries and bonuses, working together. Trust that if you delegate down and provide enough information, they’ll get the job done well—and reciprocate the trust. You’ve just freed their genius and turned scarcity into abundance: when people feel trusted, they’re not only more creative but more positively productive as well.

Then, keep going down this path of trust: walk the talk and foster workplace democracy. Give all employees company shares. Establish a cooperative structure for at least some portion of your operations.

Some additional questions that may come up and are worth answering along the way:


• When it comes to metrics, not everything can be measured by numbers. How do you measure trust?

• If your organization’s culture and sustainability are fundamentally rooted in people and relationships, then how do you measure their health?

• Do you assume the good intent of others? If not, then why would you hire that person in the first place?



The Paradox of Vulnerability and Trust

You’re the CEO of an organization. I say “vulnerability.” What does it mean to you? What does it mean to your colleagues?

You and your life partner are talking about “vulnerability.” What does it mean to you? What does it mean to your partner?

You may find that your answers are completely opposite. In a business setting, vulnerability is often associated with weakness. Yet in a personal setting, vulnerability is one of the most treasured traits we can have. It is what allows us to love, be loved, and show up fully as ourselves.

With the old script, we saw vulnerability as a liability to design out of systems.

With the new script and in a world in flux, we need to responsibly design vulnerability into systems in ways that actually boost resilience, allow for change and evolution, and wake up that part of our humanity that wants to connect and do the right thing.

In the new script, vulnerability is an asset, not a liability. We transcend the barrier of lawyers freaking out and telling us that we can’t be vulnerable on any dimension or that we’re doomed if we show any weakness. In large measure, what lawyers are actually freaked out about—and I say this as a recovering lawyer myself—is that some of their fees will disappear.

BUT THIS FEELS SO … WEIRD!

If any of this feels counterintuitive, contrarian, awkward, or even scary, you’re not alone. It’s hard to let go of old scripts and ways of thinking that you’ve relied on for years, or to acknowledge they’re badly broken. They don’t merely need to be fixed; they demand wholesale transformation—and that is one of the most exciting, worthwhile, and fulfilling parts of your leadership journey.

In times of low trust, high-trust leaders and organizations are even more attractive. In a world in flux, trust is your moral compass and differentiator. Trustworthiness distinguishes you from the old script of “business as usual.” Trust is what keeps customers coming back (without a marketing budget!) and bolsters your longevity. Today, this opportunity to differentiate yourself in ways that really matter is bigger than ever.

Keep this in mind, as well: starting with trust isn’t just about you. Consider the power of collective intelligence, collaborative sense-making, and the power that emerges when we collectively start with trust. Think about how you can be an advocate for this with others and what you can forge together. Think of the new (yet timeless!) ways of working, living, collaborating, creating, understanding, learning, leading, and being that are finally unlocked.

IN FLUX WE TRUST

In a world in flux, a culture of mistrust isn’t merely frustrating, inefficient, or unjust. In an environment of constant change, without trust among people, society begins to break. It is impossible to manage ongoing uncertainty without trust: it’s as if we’ve thrown our compasses and life jackets overboard while a storm rages at sea, even while many people on the boat recognize that our individual and collective survival depends on them.

We are in the early stages of this boat capsizing. Depending on whom you talk to, the cracks in the hull are already clear. Those who feel most threatened by the cracks—or whom a culture of mistrust serves well—are the least likely to see them. This complicates the landscape of uncertainty: Will humans ever see eye to eye?

Yet, to heed Leonard Cohen’s well-worn phrase, these cracks are precisely how the light gets in and a brighter future has a fighting chance. Today’s reality is both a wake-up call and an opening to transition. It’s an entry point to rethink and redesign how we live, work, relate, and see one another. And we can—we must—rethink, and unlearn, and relearn, and begin again … with trust.

START WITH TRUST: REFLECTIONS


1. Can the average person be trusted? Why or why not? What influences your response?

2. Are you usually quick to trust or quick to mistrust?

3. Do you trust yourself? When does your trust in yourself falter most?

4. If something can’t be measured, does it exist?

5. When you ask people to “trust you,” how does it feel?






CHAPTER 5

KNOW YOUR “ENOUGH”

Greed is a little bit more than enough.

—INDONESIAN POET TOBA BETA

I still remember the day. I was seven years old, sitting at the sun-dappled kitchen nook that my father had built. My chin barely grazed the tabletop, and my mother led the conversation.

“April, you’ve just learned how to add, subtract, multiply, and divide. You like numbers. We have an idea that we think will help you learn even more. From today, we’re putting you in charge of your own budget.”

At the time, I couldn’t quite process what this meant. What about my allowance? Was this like a budget for pocket money, or for everything?

It turns out, my parents were quite serious. If not everything, I was in charge of almost everything: from school supplies to underwear to “fun money.” I could earn as much as I wanted, though the going rates for seven-year-old labor weren’t especially lucrative. My parents were public school teachers; money was chronically, uncomfortably tight.

Unsurprisingly, I became entrepreneurial and resourceful fast. I began using whatever skills I had to make ends meet: I learned how to sew and sold simple clothes. I washed cars, cleaned our neighbors’ homes, and mowed lawns. I learned how to budget, what loans and compounding interest are, and eventually how financial markets work.

At the same time as I hustled and learned, I lived in a limbo of not knowing if I would have enough. My parents made it clear that if I couldn’t make ends meet, I shouldn’t ask them for help. My mother’s daily mantra was self-sufficiency and independence, yet my seven-year-old self sometimes felt abandoned, as if I’d been thrown into the deep end without a safety float.

When I went to college, I was shocked when my friends would simply ask their parents for money. They were eighteen and had never had to budget?! I was both horrified and a tad envious.

And then my parents died. Almost immediately, I had to ask: What did enough really mean?


• Enough love to survive?

• Enough security to feel safe?

• Enough money to take care of myself?

• Enough joy to remember what’s good in life?

• Enough patience to see a better tomorrow?

• Enough courage to take the next step?



In the years since that initial reckoning, this concept of enough has only become richer and more complex for me. Beginning with my work in global development and travels throughout frontier markets, I began to question, directly and often uncomfortably, what is:


• Enough compassion for humanity?

• Enough income to pull someone out of poverty?

• Enough food, water, housing, and health care to thrive?

• Enough commitment to help others in need, wherever they may be?



In today’s consumer-driven world, we are plagued by a stubborn script that proclaims “More is better” and taunts you for never doing, earning, or achieving enough. This script is old and crusty, but it remains very much alive. Among its more popular manifestations is that you will never have enough:


• Power to make a difference

• Prestige to feel important

• Money to be rich

• Choice to be satisfied

• New toys to outshine your peers or neighbors

• Success, period.



And as we race to acquire more stuff, we leave essential priorities on the table such as:


• What is enough equality?

• What is enough integrity?

• What is enough well-being?



At the end of the day, too many people struggle to answer: Am I enough? (You may even be wondering if Know Your Enough is a typo for Know You’re Enough. I assure you it is not.)

It’s all rather out of control. But pay attention: by and large, these are echoes of the old script. They begin to dissolve when you write a new script centered on enough. This script is sustainable, inspiring, and human-centric. It helps you redefine your metrics of success, brings contentment, and transforms how you think about what you have, do, and aspire to become.

THE SUPERPOWER: KNOW YOUR ENOUGH

In a world relentlessly striving for more, know your “enough.”

The ancient Greek root word of enough is enenkeîn, which means “to carry.” For much of human history, how much a person could carry was enough. The concept is rooted in human scale. Other early languages, from Latin to Old English to Albanian, similarly focused on enough’s sufficiency and satisfaction: enough meant having reached, attained, or met one’s needs. Not more, and not less.

Today, enough is both an adjective and an adverb. Whether in terms of quantity or quality or scope, enough still maintains a focus on sufficiency and satisfaction: not more, and not less.

Yet somewhere along the way, despite definitions, there was a shift. Mentally, emotionally, and practically, a large proportion of humanity dropped the norm of “enough to satisfy” and picked up a new mantle: perpetual insufficiency, insatiability, and “never enough.”

A big chunk of this shift can be traced to the advent of modern consumerism. The consumerist script relentlessly succeeds in convincing individuals and society as a whole that more is better. The more you own, the greater your “worth.” The more you earn, the greater your importance. The more followers you have, the more …

Seriously?!

This script has also put us, collectively, on a hamster wheel that’s racing ever faster to nowhere. (Cue chapter 1, Run Slower.) Even people with myriad accomplishments and accolades still crave “more.”

A mindset of “more” measures by numbers and relative power: “You are what you measure.” “If you can’t measure it, it doesn’t exist.” You earn more than Jack, you’re less successful than Olivia, your house is bigger than Frank’s, your IQ is lower than Julia’s, and so on. Yet what does this really say about you—and the values behind these metrics?

This “cycle of more” and the script that powers it can be quick to take root and surprisingly difficult to let go. The truth is: no amount of physical stuff can ever replace your inner sense of worth, but it can easily bankrupt you (and harm the environment in the process). Yet the old script persuades you of the exact opposite. This is how today’s consumerism is designed: the goal of “more” can never be fully satisfied, which keeps you tethered to the hamster wheel, clicking on ads and buying things that never fully satisfy.

But hold on. This is a script. And it’s not a script that many people would opt into, if they actually paused and thought about it. Who wants to live for an unattainable goal set by others, that’s exhausting and expensive, and often brings more jealousy than joy?

The new script sees through the mirage of more and says, enough is enough.

With your Flux Mindset opened, you can begin to reset your metrics and write a new script. This shift—from an interminable quest for more to a clear understanding of your enough—is simple yet profound.

Knowing your enough does not mean being miserly, uncharitable, or living in scarcity. If that’s your reaction (or your fear), you’ve misunderstood this superpower entirely. Knowing your enough is in fact the opposite of these things: it gives you room for generosity and plenitude.85 (A great irony of this superpower is that in a world focused on more, you’ll never find enough. Yet in a world focused on enough, you’ll immediately find more.)

Knowing your enough brings clarity about what really matters. When you know your enough, you have less anxiety and your ability to thrive expands a lot. Honing this superpower unleashes your full potential to the world.

Knowing your enough sees through the futility of comparison and empowers you to develop your own metrics of “enoughness” rooted in internal satisfaction, meaning, relationships, resilience, discovery, and helping others. Such metrics transcend a price tag. They don’t diminish the success of others: I am not “more” fulfilled than you, or vice versa, if we’re clear on our respective enoughs. To the contrary, we’re more capable of lifting one another up.

And here’s the crux: in a world in flux, when change knocks you upside down, your enough matters. A LOT. If you’re hustling on the hamster wheel and aren’t clear on your enough, expect a world of pain when change hits: not only the pain of being knocked off the hamster wheel and not knowing where to turn, or the angst of feeling insufficient by societal standards (which you nonetheless opted into), but also the discomfort and risk of maintaining an “ever-more” lifestyle. Put another way, when change hits, the more you need—or the further away your enough lies—the less flexibility you have to adapt.

But it doesn’t have to be this way, and this chapter explores how people, organizations, and cultures around the world are figuring this out every day.

TODAY’S TENSION: TOO MUCH VS. NOT ENOUGH

To be clear, there is a huge difference—and a lot of tension today—between people who have more than enough and those whose basic needs are not met. It is a completely different conversation with someone who wants to simplify their life and someone who worries about feeding their family or having a roof over their head.

As we learned in chapter 2, privilege keeps people from seeing the full picture. Privilege tends to limit your script, your perceptions of what’s in the script, and your beliefs about how that script could change. Whether you have “more than enough” or “not enough” is inevitably to some degree a function of your privilege—regardless of whether that privilege is due to hard work, other people, or sheer luck.


What is your enough?

▪ How do you define “enough” today? Do you define it differently for yourself versus other people? Why or why not?

▪ How do you define your self-worth? What metrics do you use?

▪ What do you have “more than enough” of today?

▪ What do you have “not enough” of today?

▪ What sentiment usually comes up when you think about enough: frustration, inspiration, anticipation, fear, joy, or something else?

▪ What is your “enough” that will help you create a better world?

Keep these answers close at hand while reading this chapter.



While it’s impossible to strip you of your privilege within the pages of this book, it is nevertheless essential to check your privilege at the outset, in order to truly develop this superpower. To help you do so, consider the following in the context of whatever privilege you may have:


• What does it mean to have more than enough money, but less than enough humanity?

• What does it mean to have too many clothes, but not enough fresh air to breathe?

• What does it mean to have too many things on your to-do list, yet not enough time to think?



More than enough is too much. Not enough is precarious. Neither is fit for flux.

Knowing your enough means both paring back excess and lifting up those in need. Knowing your enough means appreciating that your individual enough is contingent on society’s enough. An example can bring this dynamic to life.

Around the world, people are worried about the effect of automation on the workforce. Will my job be eliminated? If the vocation I’ve trained for becomes obsolete, what will I do? Careers are in flux, expectations are in flux, and the future of work is in flux. Will there be “enough” work for “enough” people to earn “enough” income to have a decent “enough” standard of living?

In Sweden, the national government’s strategy is to “protect people, not jobs.” The Swedish government has made it clear that no job (including yours) is guaranteed: a new technology (or a pandemic, changing tastes, or myriad other forces) may result in your job becoming obsolete. However, the government does guarantee that if your livelihood is disrupted, your well-being will be protected. This is done via income support and retraining, and is paid for by taxes.86

Pause for a moment and think about the implications of Sweden’s policy. Losing a job is never easy, and especially not during times of great change and uncertainty. Your brain may go into crisis mode: struggling to be creative, resisting acknowledgment of what’s happened, and perhaps even shutting down entirely. You’ve lost your professional identity (we’ll pick this up in the next chapter) and along with it a piece of your old script.

Yet what if you knew that, although you may not earn “more” prestige from the promotion you’d expected or “more” income as the most senior person on the team, you still had enough of both to move forward? You could free your brain from worrying about what is no longer and focus instead on what is to come.

This is not a book about public policy; however, the policy implications of enough are remarkable. They affect productivity, future-readiness, organizational culture, social stability, and individual and collective well-being. In countries with limited or no flexible labor policies, it’s no wonder that people fear automation. In the absence of basic income guarantees, affordable access to health care, and future-forward retraining programs, it’s easy to envision—even doing everything you’re supposed to—slipping towards “not enough.”

LEADING WITH ENOUGH

If you and I were having a real-time conversation, this is the point where a question or two around leadership might arise. You’re a leader and a seeker, but what does leadership in a world of enough look like?

As we saw in the introduction, the old script has a narrow definition of leadership. But with a Flux Mindset and a new script, leadership takes on new and expanded relevance, not least because what makes a great leader evolves in a world in flux.

Leading from a place of enough looks quite different from what many self-styled leadership gurus stuck in the old script suggest. This superpower goes beyond dismantling hierarchies or establishing diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives. It has implications for responsible leadership and longevity, as well as sustainability and trust. It also has a few surprises.

Let’s begin with that last bit about trust. Go back to what we learned in chapter 4: within organizations and societies alike, the greater the inequality, the greater the mistrust. If, as a leader, your salary is dramatically greater than your colleagues, then unfortunately you have established a culture of mistrust and put yourself on a path away from enough.

Ask yourself, and then ask your colleagues: Are you more likely to trust a CEO whose salary is in line with his team, or one whose salary is vastly greater? Why?

Next, consider your legacy. What do you want to be remembered for? Why do you do what you do?


Your “enough” personality

To spark some creative juices, without overthinking, answer the following questions for yourself:

▪ Would you rather have a boat, or a friend with a boat?

▪ What would you do if you had “enough” time?

▪ When you gift something to someone else, is that a loss or gain for you?

▪ What do you do with excess?

▪ Think about someone who exemplifies “enough.” What is it about them that makes you think this?



Leading with the old script in hand, you might answer this question in terms of more: maximize profits, create a bigger company, have a bigger house, or build a big yacht. But this would be woefully out of touch.

Leadership with the new script and a Flux Mindset would answer in terms of paying everyone enough, ensuring everyone feels safe and valued, and treating others as peers rather than subordinates.

Go back to your legacy. When you’re gone, people won’t remember whether you had “more.” They will remember how you treated them.

In 2018, visionary architect Kevin Cavenaugh gave a TEDx talk titled “How Much Is Enough?”87 In it, he noted that Milton Friedman won the Nobel prize in economics in 1976 for, among other things, espousing the notion that greed is good. Yet, Kevin wondered, what might have happened if a leader with Toba Beta’s perspective (“greed is a little bit more than enough”) had won the Nobel prize back then instead, and we’d spent the past forty-plus years building an economy that both values innovation and technology and also ensures we rise together with enough?

Forty years later, we are witnessing the effects of this short-sightedness. In our quest for growth, profits, efficiency, and “more,” we’ve been blind to (or simply looked away from) the impacts on relationships, inequity, and inequality. While we’ve kept marketing departments busy and earnings reports in line, we’ve sold consumers (or, better word: humans) short.

Kevin puts it this way: “As a property developer, one approach to rent is to make as much money as possible out of every square foot. I call these properties ‘greedy buildings.’ Another approach is to ensure housing for all. This means creating beautiful, affordable buildings that humans love to inhabit and are enough to meet their needs. This is the legacy I want to leave.”88

It’s not that Kevin doesn’t care about money or profitability. Quite the opposite. But the lens through which he views these things is rooted in enough, which makes a profound difference.

In both Kevin’s and my own experience, if you’re not having a conversation about enough, then you’re leaving value (including money!) on the table. And here’s why:

Conversations about more tend to focus on transactions: how to do more deals, monetize more interactions, and make more money. The time frame is short: the sooner money can be made, the faster you can cash out. In this world, people are consumers: they are mere means to a monetized end. There is no genuine care for their well-being beyond their ability to pay.

Conversations about enough, on the other hand, center on relationships: how to cultivate lifelong friendships, build sustainable and human-centric enterprise, and nourish the planet. The time frame is long: this is about lifetime leadership and evergreen legacies, with humanity at the core.

Leading with the old script and a “more” mindset treats relationships as transactional. Monetizing relationships can kill them outright (at best, it saps them of meaning).

Leading with enough means nurturing relationships above all else: not for money, but for their inherent and often incalculable value.

Relationships endure and sustain; deals are done and put on a shelf. Which do you want to be remembered for?

THE ECONOMICS OF MORE

Assessing the full effects of capitalism, consumerism, and modern-day mass marketing on human behavior is its own book series. This book is not that endeavor. But let’s briefly scan the economic landscape and identify a few key landmarks that will guide our path to enough.

Going back a couple millennia, did you know that the root of the word economy isn’t industry or quarterly returns? It’s the Greek word oikos, which means “home” or “household.” In Greek, oikonomia (economy) means abundance.89

Next, fast-forward in history to prior to the 1980s, when it was common practice for companies to share their profits with workers. Back then, the average store clerk or factory worker could expect to have job stability and a nest egg for retirement. Of course, there were differences between countries, cultures, and company size, but on the whole for developed economies, this structure held true. Ensuring that all workers had enough—to care for their family today and plan for the future—was considered smart, responsible business.

Since the 1980s, however, this model has gone sideways. The 1980s ushered in an era of cost-cutting, outsourcing, and automation in the name of higher efficiency, productivity, and bottom lines. The script shifted from ensuring that all workers had enough to: As long as there are “enough” quarterly returns for investors and market analysts, why should “enough” for anyone else matter?

The effects of reframing the old script in this way are astounding and disturbing.

Since the 1980s, profit-sharing with rank-and-file workers has all but disappeared, particularly in large companies. Paradoxically, this is precisely the era in which profit-sharing with company executives began.90 The slice of workers for whom holistic well-being is taken into account narrowed to a fraction of what it had been. And ever since, the corporate world has jumped on the “more” bandwagon and not looked back.

Fast-forward again, to today, when 2,153 billionaires hold greater wealth than the 4.6 billion people who constitute 60 percent of the world’s population combined. The twenty-two richest men in the world have more wealth than all of the women in Africa.91 Global inequality has gone bonkers in the pursuit of more.

But inequality isn’t only in terms of global development. It lurks in every country, city, neighborhood, and backyard—with countless troubling ripple effects.

As we saw in chapter 4, inequality breeds mistrust. Moreover, systemic inequality normalizes a “more” mindset while rendering invisible those without “enough.” This imbalance increases until we reach a breaking point. Many people would say that point is nearing now.

To be clear, it’s not that capitalism is inherently flawed. Capitalism is a powerful and useful tool when used responsibly. Our challenge is that the current flavor of capitalism, as set forth in the old script, is toxic: it is addicted to more and allergic to enough.

The old script keeps your eyes glued to your screens and your wallet empty. It reminds you that your job is to buy more, consume more, and that you. will. never. be. enough.

Yet hold on a minute. Who wrote this script?! Is this really what you believe? Have you asked your inner voice about it?

For many years I took the old script for granted too. It was what I was taught in school, all the way through capital markets classes at Harvard. But when I tried to apply it to the real world, it fell short. I couldn’t reconcile it with my observations and experiences, at home and worldwide.

Sure, venture capitalists remain hell-bent on maximizing financial returns, lawyers continue to seek tax-efficient structures, and venerable economists are petrified by the prospect of “de-growth.” But respectfully, each of these stakeholders is arguing with a tattered, outdated script.

At the same time, I’ve seen firsthand how $25–$100 is enough funding to start a micro-enterprise in some parts of India (and other emerging economies), how one car is enough mobility for several people when effective car-sharing is in place, and how one neighborhood has more than enough resources to go around when neighbors open their closets and cupboards. Concepts like Doughnut Economics take these ideas further, casting a practical vision for long-term, society-wide sustainability at scale.92

The economics of more don’t square, yet large swaths of today’s society are shackled to their expectations and the old script. Yet if we apply oikos and write a new script, we can see real abundance and reap the benefits of enough.

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF MORE

As the best-selling author of Drive: The Surprising Truth about What Motivates Us, Daniel Pink has had a front-row seat to research and experiments about the psychology of more. What he found is revealing.93 Most people are motivated by autonomy, mastery, and purpose. They like to be self-directed, to improve, and to do the right thing, and they are motivated when more of these outcomes are available. Most people are not motivated by more money. Paying people enough is important, but beyond that its effect is negligible.

Yet think about how we structure compensation packages and develop metrics. We brag about making more money, but we rarely celebrate self-direction or nonmonetary satisfaction over salary.

And it’s not just salary: we’re also addicted to success. As you saw in chapter 1, anxiety makes us run faster, and the more we take on, the harder it is to let go. We grasp for more: more status, more wealth, more certainty. Ironically, the more successful we’re seen to be, the more we worry about being “enough.”

Yet this goal can’t be met. We can thank the “hedonic tread-mill” for this.94 When I’m on the hedonic treadmill (which I like to imagine is perched next to the hamster wheel), the satisfaction I get from success wears off quickly, like a drug high. To keep up, and avoid lapsing into sentiments of “not enough,” I must run towards the next reward. I may even sacrifice my own well-being with overwork to keep the feeling of success alive.

As investor and author Morgan Housel says, “Enough is realizing that the opposite—an insatiable appetite for more—will push you to the point of regret.”95

Think about the last time you felt really proud of an accomplishment. How long did that feeling last?

What is most bizarre (until you sit and really think about it) is that even supersuccessful people are envious of people they see as more successful. Why? Because “more” is viewed in comparison with others in your reference group, whether that group is millionaires, teachers, or stay-at-home parents.96 In other words, the pursuit of more is futile. You will never reach your destination, because the mile marker will keep changing. And changing. And changing.

That is, until you fall ill, find yourself trapped by golden handcuffs, or are on your deathbed. At that point you realize that chasing ever more isn’t the point of life, nor does it give life meaning. Externally your life looks full, but internally your spirit feels bankrupt. You wonder: what’s the point?


Metrics and values

Metrics measure what we value. How we spend our time is how we spend our love.

▪ Whom do you admire more: someone who spends his time getting himself to the top, or someone who helps others reach their dreams? How do you spend your time?

▪ Which metric do you prefer: how someone spends their time or how they spend their money?

▪ What do you value, and how does that reflect your values?



When the world is upside down, in some ways it’s easier to ask this question. When you do, you’re heading straight towards a Flux Mindset. Knowing your enough means having internal clarity. With this superpower, you’re able to quiet the noise that taunts you about being not enough and embrace the fact that you are.

FROM MORE TO ENOUGH

As the old script peels away and you take stock of today’s reality, your new script begins to emerge. This script recognizes that:


• There is a big difference between “too much” and “not enough.”

• Your enough depends on whether your worldview is one of abundance or scarcity.

• Our current system is designed to keep people craving more, even as people yearn to be accepted as enough.

• Today’s society has dangerous proxies for enough. The more you try to buy your way to love or fulfillment, the more alone and insufficient you’re likely to feel.

• Inequality and basic security (income, food, housing, health) are catalysts for enough.

• There is no such thing as too much love, too much compassion, or too much humanity.



When you open a Flux Mindset, you’re able to embrace this script. When the world is upside down and tomorrow is anyone’s guess, if you know your enough, you’re ready to flux.

Now let’s explore a few easy-to-grasp ways to start making this happen. Enough is enough!

Subtract before Adding

A mindset grooved towards more has an incredible propensity to creep. This goes beyond simply craving more success. We begin to believe that all of life is improved by addition. A new friend, a new car, a new role, a new house, a new dress, a new toy, a new trip, a new insight: all of these things should make our lives better, happier, and more fulfilling. Right?

So very wrong.

New ideas, a new relationship, or a new haircut can undoubtedly boost your spirits and may even change your life. But the addition of each one also adds to your to-do list and increases the demands on your finite time.

What if, instead of adding to reach your “more,” you subtracted to find your “enough?”

The ways you can subtract are almost endless. Start small. Here are some favorites:


• Unsubscribe from one newsletter.

• Remove an app from your phone.

• Gently end a negative relationship.

• Gracefully decline one invitation.

• Cancel one subscription.

• Let go of feeling guilty for an obligation.

• Cut one workday free of meetings each week.

• Sell the exercycle (or pick-your-choice-of-appliance) that you haven’t used in a decade.

• Donate one item of clothing that you haven’t worn in ages.

• Retire one hobby, club, or group that’s no longer inspiring you.

• Turn off the television. Eliminate background noise.

• Empty your cup instead of filling it.

• Shed a mindset that is holding you back.

• When you are tired, rest.



Subtracting not only simplifies our lives. It also creates time, space, and resources to focus on what really matters … which actually boosts your chances for fulfillment and success.

Give

Generosity is the spirit of giving liberally. Being generous means knowing the joy of giving to others. Authentic generosity isn’t bookkeeping: it seeks nothing in return.

In the old script, people who chase “more” see generosity as “less.” If my goal is to have more than someone else, why would I give something away?

But in a world in flux, as we’ve seen, this old script blows up. With a Flux Mindset and your new script, generosity is a super-power enabler.

As Adam Grant showed in his seminal book Give and Take, the most successful people are the most generous people who also know when and how to ask for help.97 Generous leaders understand that having the greatest impact on the world means giving the most of ourselves, not acquiring the most for ourselves. To be more, give more.


Yoga and subtraction

In yoga philosophy, brahmacharya is the principle of nonexcess.98 Historically, practicing brahmacharya included abstaining from sex. (The thinking went: individuals were to conserve their sexual energy and use it to further their yogic path.) That condition didn’t last long in the modern era, however, and today brahmacharya means living in moderation.

When you strip away everything that is not authentically you, and everything that keeps you from experiencing the truth of who you are, you are able to bring more of your true self to life. By subtracting what you are not, you become all that you are.



A potlatch is a gift-giving feast practiced by the First Nations peoples of Canada and other indigenous tribes in North America. The word potlatch comes from the Chinook Jargon language and means “to give away,” or “gift.” 99 In a potlatch, leaders give away their wealth: wealth is expressed by giving it away to others in the community. We’re not talking about token donations or giving away thousands while keeping millions for yourself. A potlatch means giving away the very resources that keep you alive.

A potlatch system prevents any one family from accumulating wealth, strengthening relationships and social harmony in the process. Yet look deeper: from a potlatch perspective, the more you give away—the more vulnerability you express—the more powerful and revered you are.

For anyone with the old script, a potlatch can seem absurd. But with an open Flux Mindset and a new script, the potlatch system represents wisdom beyond words. It is an ancient tradition with timeless value.

Potlatch forces us to rethink our views on wealth. Wealth is not something that an individual holds; rather, it is shared with the community. The value of the items that a leader potlatches isn’t lost; it is simply distributed. Ultimately that value is returned, many times over.


The risk of mis-FIRE-ing

In recent years, the Financial Independence, Retire Early (FIRE) movement has indeed caught fire.100 Around the world people are learning to live frugally, save aggressively, and escape the hamster wheel (including often uninspiring jobs).101

On the one hand, FIRE could be seen as the ultimate enough: a sort of allergic reaction to more. On the other hand, however, FIRE has come increasingly under criticism for what it glosses over: meaning and motivation.102 Early retirement will not give your life purpose if you didn’t have it before; in fact, it may exacerbate your feelings of insufficiency (to say nothing of how a lack of livelihood may roil you in times of great change).

Insofar as FIRE can help people rethink their enough and expand their options mindfully, it can be transformational. But beware of the risk of misfiring: without meaning and motivation, your best FIRE intentions could go up in smoke.



In times of great change, when the world is in flux, we need each other more than ever. We need one another’s support, wisdom, guidance, presence, and occasionally a shoulder to cry on. We need one another’s generosity.

Knowing your enough means knowing that the more you give, the better you make others’ lives. The better you make others’ lives, the more they can contribute to the world. The more they can contribute to the world, the more your life is improved … and the cycle continues.

What’s your personal potlatch?

Know Your Happiness from Your Contentment

Ancient and indigenous cultures almost never use the term happiness when they describe what it means to be well. Rather, they use some form of the word contentment. Why?

Start by considering what makes you happy. Perhaps it’s seeing a loved one, or nice weather, or good news. Chances are it’s due to some factor beyond you: an external circumstance, person, or event.

Now consider what makes you content. (If you equate contentment with happiness, this may be your first signal to learn more.) Contentment comes entirely from within.

In other words, attaining “happiness” will always be outside your control. Moreover, it will be fleeting. Just as you attain it, it’s taken away. (Can you think of a time, place, or situation in which happiness stuck around forever? My hunch is: no.) So you start seeking it again, and the cycle repeats. This doesn’t mean you shouldn’t strive to be happy … just beware of its limits.

Contentment, on the other hand, is entirely within your power. Moreover, it can be permanent if you understand where it comes from and how to harness it.

The word contentment comes from the Latin root contentus, which means “to hold together” or “to contain.” It was used originally to describe containers, and later people as well. If a person is content, she feels complete and held together—within herself. In other words, contentment is a state of “unconditional wholeness,” regardless of what is happening externally.103

Notice the overlaps between contentment and enough. Both are rooted in internal satisfaction and sufficiency. (Peek again at the Greek word for enough, enenkeîn, at the beginning of this chapter for a refresher.) Knowing your enough brings you one step closer to contentment. Not needing to be more, and not desiring to be less.

Bhutanese culture has a special word for this mindset: chokkshay, which translates as “the knowledge of enough.” In Bhutan, chokkshay is considered the highest achievement of human well-being: “It basically means that right here, right now, everything is perfect as it is, regardless of what you are experiencing outside.” 104

Enough, contentment, and chokkshay are all part of the new script. They are designed for a world in flux. When change hits, enough and contentment ground you. They provide stability and essential orientation. They are easier to reach and to maintain than the pursuit of either happiness or ever more. Enough and contentment are determined by you, and cannot be altered by anyone other than you. Indeed, they reflect the essence of what makes you exactly, perfectly, flux-fully you.

Drop the Superhero Capes

The old script teaches people (both consciously and unconsciously) to substitute material possessions for emotional security. Don’t feel loved enough? Buy a new sweater. Don’t have enough confidence? Get plastic surgery. Don’t feel important enough? Drive a fancy car. Never mind that each of these things may put you in debt. They are capes, or patches, for whatever parts of you feel insufficient.

These old-script capes aren’t limited to what you look like or possess. They also extend to how you show up in the world.

I first heard about “superhero capes” in Glennon Doyle’s outstanding TEDx talk, “Lessons from the Mental Hospital.”105 She wasn’t talking about cars or nose jobs so much as the universal discomfort and messiness of being human, and how so many people are wrapped in superhero capes that don’t really reflect their true selves. We hold ourselves out to be someone we’re not. We profess to be “more” than we feel inside. Yet these superhero capes don’t free us to achieve superhuman feats. To the contrary, they can bury us, cover us, and keep our true selves (and our inner voices) hidden. I, too, spent much of my life wearing a cape.

Superhero capes allow the pretense of perfection.

Perfectionism is the inability to let expectations go. It’s also the enemy of enough (specifically, good enough).

When you truly realize this, you’re able to drop your cape, leave your perfectionism at the door, and embrace enough. And here’s the most amazing surprise: in so doing, you also discover a sweet spot. It lies somewhere between your best efforts and perfection. If you’ve genuinely given something your best shot yet worry that it’s still not perfect, that’s okay. That is human. That is brilliant. Get it out into the world and let other humans help make it better. Together, this is more than enough.

KNOW YOUR ENOUGH AND THAT YOU ARE ENOUGH

He who knows that enough is enough will always have enough.

—LAO TZU

At the end of the day, knowing your enough means also fundamentally knowing that you are enough, just as you are, right here and right now. (It’s not a typo. Both your and you’re matter.) A Flux Mindset understands this intuitively. You are not defined by your purchases, nor am I stuck chasing ever more. Your worth comes from within.

Knowing your enough is dramatically easier when you can harness other Flux Superpowers, particularly when you See What’s Invisible (chapter 2) and Start with Trust (chapter 4). Together, these Flux Superpowers reveal a world of abundance, not scarcity. They show your Flux Mindset in earnest action.

Knowing your enough makes navigating change, uncertainty, and the future so much easier. The younger and sooner you (and your kids) know your enough—and know you are enough!—the better. Helping others identify and understand their enough brings you, and them, one step closer to a sustainable, humane, and flux-ready world.

I sure wish I’d known all this when I was seven.

KNOW YOUR “ENOUGH”: REFLECTIONS


1. Is more really better? Why or why not?

2. When you give someone else a gift, is that a loss or gain for you?

3. How do you define “enough” today? Do you define it differently for yourself versus other people? Why or why not?

4. How do you define your self-worth? What metrics do you use?

5. Think about someone who exemplifies “enough.” What makes you think this?






CHAPTER 6

CREATE YOUR PORTFOLIO CAREER

You don’t want to be the best at what you do, you want to be the only one.

—JERRY GARCIA

Ever since high school graduation nearly thirty years ago, every four-ish years, something shifts. Almost like clockwork, I shed a skin. I get restless and need to level up. I’m ready to grow new roots or change direction. Sometimes it’s a major shift: leaving the practice of law, for example, or ditching grad school to guide hiking trips. Other times it’s more subtle. Regardless, it becomes time to reorient my compass and write a new chapter in my book of life.

Early on, in my twenties, people gave me all kinds of flak for this. They said my résumé made no sense and forebode that my future would crash. I felt like something was wrong with me because I was interested in so many things and wouldn’t settle on one pursuit. How could I possibly pick just one area of focus, even though everyone else was laser-focused on climbing corporate ladders and staking out their domain of expertise?

Fast-forward to today: broadening one’s career focus no longer seems so strange, yet we still largely lack the language and infrastructure to develop this kind of career. Globally, labor policies and expectations remain rooted in units of work we call “jobs.” The implicit expectation—and often, the goal—is that you will work for someone else, for a long time, and not veer from that path (at least not willingly). True, there are many ways to work and build a career, but the vast majority still revolve in one way or another around this script.

Yet this old script is giving way, and these expectations are increasingly inconsistent with reality … more so every day.

For the past several years, I’ve given keynotes on the future of work. I’ve spoken about the rise of independent workers and free-lancers, the growth of remote work and digital nomads, the effects of automation, and the implications of all of this on education and public policy. The coronavirus pandemic made it clear that the future of work isn’t in the future: it is now. We blew through ten-year forecasts for remote work and “work from anywhere” in two quarters. Meanwhile, unprecedented unemployment left millions of workers wondering what’s next, schools and universities scrambling, and no clear path forward.

Professionals wonder: What does all this mean for my career?

Parents wonder: What does all this mean for my kids?

Leaders of organizations wonder: What does all this mean for our team, strategy, culture, and the organization’s future, period?

My hunch is that you may be asking all of these things too. The old script was already crumbling, but in many ways it was easy to mask. Then the pandemic lit it on fire, and all of a sudden we realized just how outdated it is. Now each of us—you, me, and talent across the board—must write a new script for our careers, livelihoods, and professional purpose. Yours may have been in draft mode already, and with a Flux Mindset, it can get the kind of attention it deserves.

THE SUPERPOWER: CREATE YOUR PORTFOLIO CAREER

For success and satisfaction in a world in flux, treat your career as a portfolio to curate rather than a path to pursue.

Serial entrepreneur Robin Chase sums it up well: “My father had one career his entire life. I will have six careers in my lifetime. And my kids will have six careers at any one time.”

Alex Cole spent ten years in entertainment, another ten years in marketing, and ten years in consulting before finally launching his latest venture in his early fifties: a yoga studio, co-owned with his wife and daughter. The studio recently had its tenth anniversary party, so he’s thinking about what’s next.

Diane Mulcahy thinks of her seasons as verbs. She’s a financial whiz, strategist, lecturer, and author who crafts each quarter differently. This also allows her to split her year between the United States and Europe, where she holds dual citizenship.

Binta Brown left a successful legal career advising Fortune 100 companies to launch her own firm representing musical artists, while she plays the saxophone and produces documentaries along the way.

Mari Nakama is a project manager and trainer at a scientific research company. She’s also a fitness instructor, designs her own clothes, and co-runs a pottery studio with her partner. Each role nurtures her in a different way.

As a professor of marine conservation, Enric Sala saw himself “writing the obituary of ocean life.” So he left academe and pivoted to full-time conservation, leading research teams and working with governments to create first-of-their-kind marine-protected areas.

Each of these people has a portfolio career.106 Their careers have not been straight lines but a series of twists, turns, pivots, and jumps—sometimes because they needed to or were nudged to, and often because they wanted to. They have sensed that there was more to do, learn, build, and try in life, and they rose to those occasions.

The new professional script is not about pursuing a singular path. A Flux Mindset knows that the career of the future looks more like a portfolio: a diversified professional identity, with resilient roots and customized to you.

Practically speaking, a portfolio career typically leads to:


• Diversification of income sources, which actually can provide more security than a traditional job.

• Ownership of your career. Unlike a job that someone else gives you, a portfolio can’t simply be taken away.

• An expanded professional community.

• Over time, more meaning and flexibility in what you do.

• A unique professional identity that evolves and thrives in a world in flux.

• Making yourself un-automatable (or automation-proof).



Creating a portfolio career does not mean lacking ambition or not having a “real job.” In reality, portfolio careers are quietly yet quickly becoming the most sought-after livelihoods of all.

I now see that back in my twenties, I was interested in a portfolio career but had few options to express it. Thankfully, that’s no longer the case.

Today, this goes far beyond individual preferences. When the old script of jobs, employment, and career paths is fraying before your very eyes, and the future of work itself is in flux, a portfolio career offers resilience and a proactive strategy to thrive in your career, rather than being tossed around by the winds of change.

WHAT EXACTLY IS A PORTFOLIO?

When we think about a portfolio, most people usually think of finance, business, or art:


• Investors use a portfolio approach to diversify risk. Traditional financial advisers recommend a portfolio that includes equities, bonds, and cash.

• Venture capitalists build portfolios of investments, based on their level of risk.

• Executives often use portfolio theory (pioneered by BCG’s product-portfolio matrix in the 1970s) to analyze their business units, strategy, and foresight.107 The purpose of their portfolio is to manage risk and return into the future.

• Office managers and HR leaders use portfolios to stay organized.

• And, of course, an artist throws open her portfolio to show works she’s really proud of—the canvas of her life.



A portfolio career takes inspiration from these different usages. Portfolios can be sequential (one role or vocation at a time) or simultaneous (multiple roles and activities at once). Career portfolioists often create professional niches and lifestyles that are more complete, personalized, modern, adaptable, and personally rewarding than any single role could be.

The term portfolio comes from the Italian words portare (to carry) + foglio (sheet of paper). In other words: How do you carry your most important papers? What contains your book of life?

In my case, each of my professional hats is the equivalent of a sheet of paper, a sketch, or an investment. My portfolio includes speaker, futurist, adviser, lawyer, hiking guide, global development executive, investor, yoga practitioner—and soon, book author. Most of my pages now last longer than four years, though my leveling-up-every-so-often continues unabated.

Importantly, one’s portfolio isn’t limited to only professional roles: it includes capabilities that are customarily left off your résumé yet fundamentally make you, you. For example, my status as an orphan, globetrotter, insatiable handstander,108 and mental-health advocate are included in my portfolio.

Similarly, portfolioists are clever and resourceful about skills development. When I was a hiking and biking guide, some people ribbed me for not taking my career seriously. What they didn’t see was that as a guide, not only was I usually working eighteen-hour days—first up and last to bed—but also every day I was learning how to project-manage, accommodate differences, balance budgets, build teams, ensure safety, create serendipity, forge lifetime friendships, and make sure everyone had fun. Guiding provided a practical mini-MBA on the trail that would have been hard to replicate in a traditional classroom.

Moreover, one’s portfolio isn’t strictly about “being your own boss.” Ultimately, creating a portfolio empowers you to do this, but your portfolio itself should include every role you’ve ever had—including jobs with a boss, jobs you hated, and jobs where you followed the old script. (My portfolio includes these things too. The jobs I hated still taught me a lot.) A portfolio is a container where all of your skills and capabilities, wherever and however you learned them, can be mixed together.

Several years after people gave me flak for my “unconventional” résumé, those very same individuals resurfaced on my radar. I still remember the day, and the conversation could not have been more different. They said, “We see what you’re up to now. On second thought, how can we do that too?”

FROM PATH TO PORTFOLIO

For most of the twentieth century, a model career path looked like a ladder, an escalator, or perhaps an arrow. The old script was firmly in place and the message was clear: progress up the ladder, rung by rung, each promotion lifting you another step towards your eventual goal at the top. The arrow would fly far and in a straight direction. The escalator would continue to move. If all went well, your future could be preordained, ideally near the bull’s-eye of targets established by family, society, and other external metrics.

For this ladder or escalator to work, large numbers of people needed to believe that they could climb it successfully. So we developed a linear view of career progression, which went more-or-less like this:


• Study hard and get good grades.

• Go to college or vocational school. Specialize in an employable discipline or trade.

• Get a job.

• Do said job well, for a long time.

• Get promotions.

• Retire.



This linear way of thinking worked all right for a long time. There were enough jobs and plenty of work to be done. Most workers went to the same office or place at the same time every day. They followed the script: stay on the path and avoid detours. Most people strayed from their career path only unexpectedly; career changes were generally seen as unfortunate mishaps. Résumés with strange detours were liabilities. The corporate ladder remained firmly in place, with promises of a corner office, fancy title, and prestige at the top.

Along this linear path, individuals became defined by what they “do.” Your sense of self-worth got wrapped up in what rung of the ladder you occupy. Once you landed a job and started working your way up, you—and many others—didn’t pause to consider what might happen if the ladder teetered or broke, or if someday you no longer wanted to be on it.

Yet in recent years, this ladder is most definitely teetering, and the old script is in tatters. Consider these pre-pandemic stats:


• Since 2008, 94 percent of net new job creation in the United States has not been full-time employees.109

• Forty-three percent of recent college graduates hold jobs that don’t require a college degree. Nearly two-thirds of them remain underemployed after five years.110

• Independent workers and freelancers—that is, people with no one “job” or professional affiliation—are growing three times as fast as the rest of the labor force. In 2017, 47 percent of Millennials were already freelance.111 By 2019, 35 percent of the entire American workforce (including 53 percent of Gen Z) was.112 By 2027, it is expected that freelancers will outnumber employees, period. Keep in mind: freelancers include Ivy League CXOs who want more flexibility, as well as lower-skilled workers hustling to make ends meet.

• Seventy-seven percent of full-time freelancers report having a better work-life balance than they would in a traditional job.113 Eighty-six percent of all freelancers (and 90 percent of new ones) say that the best days of free-lancing are ahead.114

• It’s harder to get to the top. And more people are realizing the top isn’t where they want to be.



Although many of these stats are from the United States, the trends they represent are global. Freelancer growth rates are somewhat lower in many countries, but the overall growth trajectory is similar.

These shifts are driven by the one-two-three punch of corporate action, individual awakening, and technological innovation. Both push- and pull-side dynamics are at work:


• Corporations are driven to reduce costs and increase profits and efficiency. Full-time employees are, on average, more expensive and less flexible than independent workers.

• Individuals are waking up to the reality that today’s corporate system is fundamentally designed for financial profit over human flourishing. Whether it’s overwork, workism, bullshit jobs,115 or simply feeling undervalued, workers are fed up. They want to spend their waking hours in meaningful, worthwhile ways. Moreover, increased human longevity means talent can (and often wants or needs to) work longer than ever before.

• Technology is a booster rocket. It makes it easier to source talent, earn income, create a brand … and automate jobs out of existence.



To all of this we can add the Pandemic Accelerant, which put these shifts into hyperdrive.116 Alongside unprecedented unemployment, companies are pushing to automate faster—not least because machines don’t get sick or protest—without a full appreciation of the human implications of doing so. As future of work strategist Heather McGowan says, “We’ll be getting there—wherever there is—with fewer people”: fewer blue-collar workers, fewer white-collar professionals, fewer recent graduates, fewer employees, period.

But hang on:


• If jobs that are here today are gone tomorrow, then how do you stave off a perpetual cycle of unemployment?

• If you’ve defined yourself by your professional identity, then how do you avoid an identity crisis precipitated by a career in flux—or simply losing a job?

• If your kids ask for advice about what they should study or how they should “get a job,” after reading this chapter so far, what do you tell them?



For all of these questions, a portfolio career is part of the answer. It is your—and yes, your kids’—superpower to thrive professionally today, tomorrow, and throughout the future of work.

REDEFINING YOUR PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY FOR A WORLD IN FLUX

For centuries, one’s professional identity—as a tradesman, farmer, nurse, soldier, monk, or scholar—shaped one’s entire life. Our script embodied our vocations, so much so that many surnames are occupations: Cooper, Miller, Sawyer, Smith.

In recent times we’ve seen an evolution from “I-shaped people” (with deep expertise in one topic) to “T-shaped people” (having both breadth and depth of exposure and expertise), “Pi(π)-shaped people” (who have depth in more than one area), and even “X-shaped people” (with breadth, depth, diversity, and the ability to stretch into new domains).117 A world in flux is a world for π- and X-shaped people. You may already sense this shift, or already be a “π thinker,” but didn’t realize there’s a name for it. Rest assured you are not alone. This is an incredibly empowering shift.

The future of work is fluid, not fixed. Your professional future is similarly fluid, not a predetermined path. You are no longer bound to an old script, given to you (or taken away from you) by someone else. It’s time for a new script—and your unique, bespoke professional portfolio.

BUILDING YOUR PORTFOLIO

When jobs, employment, professional development, and the future of work itself are in flux, a portfolio career offers a more likely path to thrive. But how does one actually write that new script? And what does an identity fit for this future look like, anyway?

Developing a portfolio career involves two phases: creation and curation. Let’s take each of these in turn.

Step 1: What’s Already in It?

First things first: whether or not you realize it, you already have a portfolio career. You just haven’t necessarily been strategic about it. This exercise helps you get started. It takes time, but it’s worth it.

Pull out a piece of paper (or a blank Google document) and into it put the following:


• Every role you’ve ever had, paid or unpaid

• Every skill you have that helps others

• Every topic you know comfortably more about than other people do

• Your superpowers, according to you

• Your superpowers, according to others (we’re surprisingly blind to some of our own superpowers!)

• Any new skills you’ve learned in the past six months

• Any capabilities or activities on your résumé or LinkedIn profile that you genuinely enjoy, whether or not they’ve been part of a “job”

• Any capabilities, skills, or experiences that are not on your résumé yet have helped you get to where you are today



Take this list and put it aside. Sleep on it, and tomorrow take another pass at filling it out. Be expansive. Did you list every skill, including those you’ve never been paid for? Did you include every topic, including those beyond what the old script would call your “domain of expertise?”

Some people like to think about their portfolio like a bento box, with each skill in its place. Others think about it like a jungle gym or a lattice, rather than a ladder. I like to think about it as a flower. Every few years, I create a new petal by gaining a new skill or stretching into a new or adjacent space where I can use my skills (more on that below). Over time, my career flower becomes bigger, more colorful, more interesting, and more valuable. In all of these iterations, I’m rooted in what makes me, me—and I continue to evolve.

Step 2: Be(come) the Only

Once you’ve assembled what’s in your portfolio today, then the real fun begins. The following steps are part personal ikigai, part professional jiu-jitsu, and part responsible risk management. It’s also about making yourself automation-proof for the years ahead. You’re charting your unique career landscape and horizons.

Ikigai is a Japanese concept that means “reason for being.” It translates as life purpose or meaning, or what makes one’s life worthwhile.118 It’s why you jump out of bed in the morning. It is also your highest calling. Your ikigai is uniquely you.

Ikigai is often depicted as the intersection of four circles:


• What you are good at

• What you love

• What the world needs

• What you can be paid for




Portfolio careers vs. the gig economy

A portfolio career is not the gig economy, though “gigs” can be part of a portfolio.

The gig economy usually conjures up images of hustling, race-to-the-bottom platforms for short-term gigs. (Think Instacart, Grubhub, or Fiverr.) This is distinctly different from a portfolio approach.

With a career portfolio, you intentionally craft a portfolio full of skills and capabilities. Your portfolio evolves and grows over time. Some of what’s in your portfolio at any given time may include gigs that, on their own, may qualify as part of the gig economy. But what matters is that you are deliberately curating these skills, services, and opportunities as part of a flexible and future-forward career.



This is where your portfolio can shine. No two people have the same ikigai because no two people are the same!

A career portfolioist does the hard work of figuring out what the world truly needs, maps that to a range of skills she possesses and enjoys, and folds that into a business model that allows for ongoing adaptation. The point is not to reach “the top” of a ladder, the end of a path, or a specific salary. The point is ongoing fulfillment and joyful contribution to the world.

Go back to Jerry Garcia. Don’t be the best. Be the only. What is your only? The key to one’s “only” is that it’s not about one skill. It’s about your unique combination of skills, capabilities, interests, and dreams. This is your unique new script.

For example, you may be trained as a lawyer, love history and cooking, and take long bike rides on the weekend. There are savvier lawyers, more knowledgeable historians, more adventurous cooks, and speedier bicyclists than you. But is anyone a better legal adviser to travel companies leading cycling trips focused on food, wine, and history worldwide than you? Probably not.


Passion: not mandatory, but highly recommended

Debates often flare up around the role of passion. Some people doubt that they could earn money doing what they love. Others wouldn’t want to, because monetizing a source of joy—turning a passion into a profession—can change their relationship to that joy. In the “passion economy,” something you love doing can become something you have to do.

That said, knowing what you are truly passionate about is worth its weight in gold. As any challenging time makes clear, having a passion makes getting through anything easier—and elimination of that passion can be brutal.

If you don’t have a passion, don’t worry. Pay attention to what piques your curiosity and follow that. Keep following it. Notice what emerges. Follow the sparks.

If you do have a passion, nourish it. Share it with others. And never take it for granted.



Or you’re a finance wonk who loves physics, photography, and cares for your elderly parents. Or an engineer who loves orchids, helping youth learn how to code, and Bernese mountain dogs. (The more specific you can be, the better. Not that you’re guaranteed to find a perfect match, but it makes your “only” easier to define.)

The point is: your ikigai is unique, and it can play out in myriad ways, each of which is exciting for its own reasons. A portfolio career isn’t about doing one thing for many years, hitting a wall, and then wondering what to do next. A portfolio career contains multitudes: of possibilities, combinations, and opportunities.

Step 3: Cross-Pollinate

With a portfolio career, you rarely stay in your own lane. You’re a cross-pollinator. You take a useful skill or expertise and parlay it into opportunities elsewhere, often in a completely unexpected arena. You translate across problems, roles, teams, and industries. You use your compass’s orientation to discover new insights. In the process, you create new value, help others level up, and inspire them to write their own new scripts too.

The old script says: get a job and do what others tell you to.

The new script says: create a portfolio of roles and do things no one else dreamed of.

The old script says: if you go to law school, then be a lawyer.

The new script says: a law degree is one of the most malleable, powerful degrees that exists. It invites creativity. Do more with it.

In my case, many of my colleagues today don’t realize that I am trained as a lawyer. Some of them are incredulous when they find out: “But you’re nothing like a typical lawyer!” I managed to filter out the bigger-picture potential of a legal background early on, so although I haven’t practiced law in decades, I still draw on this skill set almost every day. It has been one of my most effective sources of cross-pollination.

Go back to Robin Chase. You are likely to have six or more careers, perhaps even at the same time. Cross-pollinate within your portfolio too.

Every time you cross-pollinate, you’re collecting and synthesizing new knowledge along the way. You’re simultaneously honing your compass and strengthening your roots. When done well, it’s an upward spiral, and you improve everything you touch along the way. You bring new insights to siloed sectors that badly need them. You help others see not just the forest and the trees but what is beyond the forest. You remind them that the path forward is not to be found in the trees but between them: the space that’s right there in front of us, yet which we all too often miss.

To cross-pollinate effectively, it’s essential to understand the old script and to redirect resistance to portfolioist thinking in a productive way. More often than not, the source of resistance is fear, lack of awareness, or both. People working from the old script and mindset often get confused by portfolio careers. They assume that each move means starting from scratch. The attitude is one of “Why on earth would you do that?!”

Meanwhile, anyone who has opened a Flux Mindset and is writing their new script sees portfolio careers as an evolution: each move is an improvement, addition, expansion, and adventure that aligns with your evolving self. The attitude is an enthusiastic “Let’s get started!”

Step 4: Redefine Your Identity

When you have wrapped your arms around your portfolio, you’re ready to take this step.

Embracing a portfolio career means transcending any one identity, story, or narrative about yourself.

With a Flux Mindset and a portfolio career, you are no longer defined by “what” you do. You are not defined by a title, a specific salary, or a corner office. You are not defined by one profession. While you have many skills, you are not defined by them.

Rather, you harness all of your capabilities and continuously reimagine how they can be combined and offered in new ways, creating new value and opening new doors.

Your portfolio reflects your roots. It is your new script, your foundation for the future, and an ever-evolving identity that fits you.

Step 5: Curate, Forever

Once your portfolio is sufficiently established, you can shift to curation mode. This is your ongoing, evergreen career: it is the script that, so long as you are breathing and thinking, you will continue to write. Depending on whether the investor, executive, manager, or artist portfolio perspective resonates most with you, curation can take a few different forms:


• Investor: rebalance your portfolio

• Executive: modernize your portfolio

• Manager: organize and upgrade your portfolio

• Artist: update and expand your portfolio




The evolution of “What do you do?”

“What do you do?” tends to be the first question people ask when meeting someone new. (It’s practically baked into the old script.) We ask children what they would like to do when they grow up. Of course, we’re inquiring about goals, values, passions, and dreams … and these are laudable intentions. But in a world in flux, does this make sense? Or if a robot makes my job obsolete, melting my professional identity with a single swipe, then what do I “do”?

“What do you do?” fundamentally asks the wrong question. “What motivates and inspires you?” is better. Best of all, however, is to ask questions that solicit learning more about a person’s unique script—what makes them who they are, despite whatever changes may whipsaw the world.

Thankfully, there are many different paths of inquiry to pick from today. Here are a few favorites. Which others would you add?

▪ What brings you here today?

▪ Who has most inspired you in life?

▪ What are you most grateful for?

▪ What are you most proud of?

▪ Who is the greatest teacher you ever had?

▪ Which six people, living or dead, would you invite to an intimate supper party?

▪ How would you describe your inner compass?

▪ What is your ikigai, or reason for being?

▪ What question do you wish more people asked you?



The essential point of portfolio curation is that it mirrors your growth, so long as you proactively take care of it. In a world in flux—and the future of work—a curated portfolio career provides an unparalleled combination of flexibility, stability, longevity, and meaning.

PORTFOLIO CAREERS AND THE FUTURE OF EDUCATION: WELCOME TO LIFELONG LEARNING

Universities continue to make the promise to “help graduates get a job.” Yet as we saw, 43 percent of recent college graduates hold jobs that don’t require a college degree, and nearly two-thirds remain underemployed after five years. What kind of promise is that?

Career services centers continue to focus largely on attracting employers to campus. Yet as we saw, more than half of Millennials are independent workers (rather than salaried employees), and more young adults are likely to be their own boss than ever before. Why are career services advisers still so focused on the old script?

By and large, educational institutions today appear to have not received the future of work memo, or if they did, they did not read it thoroughly.

True, many colleges and business schools offer courses on entrepreneurship. But they miss the mark when it comes to the reality of many students’ professional journeys. They fail to offer dedicated services to help students be their own boss, and they have yet to harness the (super)power of portfolio careers.

If you’re a young adult or a parent, this is a bright red flag for the future of education—and all the more reason to take this chapter seriously.

Portfolio careers are for all ages, and the sooner we can open a Flux Mindset to create them, the better for all: students, graduates, families, the workplace, and society as a whole.


Borderless portfolios

Curating a portfolio career isn’t only about what you do or how you do it. Where your portfolio can thrive matters as well.

In recent years, several countries have been rethinking how to foster welcoming environments for career portfolioists and beyond. In 2014, Estonia (a member state of the European Union) launched e-Residency, a credible digital identity that allows you to conduct business globally as if you were Estonian, regardless of where you are actually based. It is not a passport or a visa, yet Estonia’s e-Resident growth rate now outpaces its birth rate. I have been an e-Resident since 2015, and the program works remarkably well.119

More recently, Estonia and several (at last count more than two dozen) other countries across Europe, Latin America, the Caribbean, Asia, and Africa have launched digital nomad visas (DNVs). DNVs permit foreigners to live and work in-country up to twelve months (and in a few cases, two years). Previously there were only two options: arrive as a tourist for up to ninety days or apply for permanent residency. Tourist visas created a straitjacket of sorts—you had to duck across the border every ninety days, which created a lot of hassle, as well as a gray area for policymakers—while permanent residency was the goal of only a tiny fraction of visitors.

DNVs make it extremely easy to look beyond where you live: taking a portfolio career global, and adapting and expanding it along the way.



If you’re twenty years old today, there’s little reason why you should not have already hung your professional shingle online. This represents the first piece of your portfolio. (If you’re thirty years old, this is even more true. Ditto for fifty years old. And if you have a child who’s twenty years old, consider this your joint call to action.)

Here’s the crux: it has never been easier, cheaper, or made more common sense to start your own business. You’re not signing away your professional life; you’re simply learning the basic how-to’s of technology, branding, and business acumen. Whether it’s for childcare services, custom T-shirts, Gen Z expertise, or whatever you love to share with other people, the experience of hanging your own shingle will teach you more than almost any formal course. Learn by actually doing it! Moreover, the experience will open other doors. It becomes part of your portfolio, and you can always upgrade, reinvent, or combine it with other folios down the road.

Portfolio careers transform not only how you think about your career but how you think about learning and growth, period. To echo Heather McGowan, “The future of work is learning, and the future of learning is work” and “Learning is the new pension. It’s how you create your future value every day.”120 Portfolio careers are aligned with both. In a world and workplace in flux, you will never stop learning. Ever.

Insofar as “What do you do?” is the classic question of the old script, “What are you learning?” becomes a quintessential question of your new script.

Gone are the days when people will study for a profession and do that profession for life. Even if you stay in the same industry, given the pace of change, chances are good that it will transform within a generation. Anyone who believes that they are somehow immune from these changes will face the rudest wake-up of all.

With a portfolio career, you’re awake to a future of work in flux. You see how your unique blend of skills—your portfolio—mitigates your risks of professional obsolescence and empowers you to widen your range. You can be both a generalist and a specialist, and you know which one is appropriate in a given situation. You see how a portfolio career is a natural catalyst of lifelong learning and vice versa. As you identify new additions for your portfolio, you also true up your ikigai.

So what are you waiting for?

WORKING TOGETHER: TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY GUILDS

Crafting a portfolio career isn’t only about what you do or how you do it. With whom you do so matters as well.

Career portfolioists have colleagues, partners, and professional peers just as people with a linear career path do. But thanks to new technologies, there are more options to meet new people and collaborate than ever before. Twenty-first century guilds are one of the most useful such options.

The guild concept is not new. Guilds date back many centuries and have long served to bring people focused on the same craft or trade together, to keep quality high, and to pass on the trade’s skills and practices to others. Blacksmiths, carpenters, cobblers, and accountants were among the many professions with guilds. While guilds took a back seat (and at times were actively undermined) as industrialization, corporations, and single-employer work rose in prominence, they never disappeared—and they are now making a comeback.

Modern guilds serve many purposes, from (in today’s terms) vocational training to business development, networking, and mutual aid.121 Guilds help their members learn and develop expertise in the profession. They help members network, collaborate, and source other types of expertise beyond the guild. Guilds also serve as an informal gauge of reputation and trust: a sort of collective orientation. For example, Enspiral is a guild of 150+ individuals from around the world who spawned multiple ventures together, wrote an open-source handbook about their collaborative practices, and use participatory co-budgeting to further support Enspiral membership.122

As portfolio careers and more diverse work arrangements take root in the twenty-first century, guilds are a vehicle to accelerate learning, professional community, and responsibility. They are fit for flux.

YOU ARE SO MUCH MORE THAN YOUR CURRENT JOB DESCRIPTION

Back in 2012, the phrase Generation Flux was used to describe the kind of person who excels in a fluid, chaotic workplace.123 Today, thriving as a GenFluxer means having a career portfolio too.

At its core, a portfolio career reflects how you see yourself and what you do in the world. It is your script. The shift from a linear, conventional career path to a unique and ever-evolving career portfolio strengthens your roots and boosts your resilience. With a portfolio, your professional development is no longer an exercise in anxiety and change management, remedied by a course here or glorified by a promotion there, yet constantly at risk of being lost or hijacked by forces beyond you. In contrast, your portfolio career reflects your Flux Mindset at work.

Portfolio careers still face challenges, primarily from people and public policies stuck in the old script. But these are shifting little by little (and occasionally, a lot), and the fact is: portfolio careers align with the future. Already today, every job is temporary, whether we admit it or not. The future—including the future of work—will favor those who can think beyond jobs, create portfolios, and know how to flux.

CREATE YOUR PORTFOLIO CAREER: REFLECTIONS


1. What would be your professional identity if you lost your job today?

2. How would you describe your greatest career aspiration? Could you draw it?

3. What’s the first thing you ask when you meet someone new (other than their name)?

4. Does the idea of changing roles every few years excite you or scare you? Why?

5. If you could be anything, what would it be?






CHAPTER 7

BE ALL THE MORE HUMAN (AND SERVE OTHER HUMANS)

Find the human in everything we do.

—AILISH CAMPBELL, AMBASSADOR OF CANADA TO THE EUROPEAN UNION

Amazon’s Alexa is more than an artificial intelligence–powered virtual assistant: she is a new family member. In China, pedestrian lanes specifically for mobile phone users have been established, along with a new term to describe the phenomenon: “heads-down society.”124 In 2019, teenagers spent an average of six hours and forty minutes per day on their mobile, tablet, and TV screens. Assuming they sleep, that’s more than 40 percent of their waking hours.125 Keep in mind, of course: these stats were before a shift to work-from-home, remote learning, and online lessons blew screen time through the roof.

Yet it’s not just screen time. Automation is also proceeding at a breakneck pace. From e-commerce and driverless vehicles to text recognition and disease diagnosis, increasingly a wide range of activities and expertise that used to take intensive labor or many steps can now be done quickly, efficiently, and on almost any schedule by automated technology. It’s not that automation itself is new, but the pace at which it is taking root—without consensus around best practices or ethical rules—is mind-boggling. Again, this was underway before a pandemic hastened the race to automate and shoved such concerns aside. The reasoning goes: If a machine can’t get sick, protest, or struggle to pay its bills, what could possibly be the downsides?

Yet it’s not just screen time and automation. We continue to see on a daily basis how technology can connect us … and divide us. Studies show that more screen time correlates with higher levels of depression among adults.126 Sixty percent of young people have witnessed online bullying, and most do not intervene.127 We use technology both to learn and to escape; to unite and to alienate; to share our feelings and to mask them; to better ourselves and to compare ourselves, often with debilitating results, with everyone in the world.

Humans spend ever more time with technology and ever less time with other humans. We are interdependent: we face borderless challenges, from climate change to intolerance, yet we fundamentally lack borderless solutions. At the same time that we can connect with more people and learn more things than ever before in human history—with a mere click, swipe, or touch of a button—we are more divided and disconnected: from one another, and often from our very own selves. We are alone, together.

THE SUPERPOWER: BE ALL THE MORE HUMAN (AND SERVE OTHER HUMANS)

In a world with more robots, your key to thrive is to be all the more human—and to use your humanity to help others.

In ways that are both glaringly clear and nearly invisible, technology has gradually crept into almost every aspect of our lives. Often, new technologies are helpful: they make things easier, faster, or cheaper to do. But alongside their efficiency is a more subtle and problematic message: that technology itself is the answer. It is humanity’s savior. An algorithm knows better than you do.

The ripple effects of this narrative are widespread: little by little, humans are cut off from their confidence (technology does it better), feelings (technology gladly numbs them), and agency (just keep clicking, that’s your only job!). Often without noticing, it becomes vexing to imagine “who I am” without my devices close at hand.

This messaging is overlaid on an even older script that reminds us to be tough. Whether it’s beating your competitors, not crying when you’re sad, leading with ego, or striving to meet expectations set by others, the old script requires you to present a clean-scrubbed version of yourself to the world. Show up as others wish you to be, not as you authentically are. And win at all costs.

And yet, what is this messaging actually doing?

Little by little, it’s substituting someone else’s truth for your own. We’re pitting human against human, disconnecting from ourselves and one another. We’re snipping the threads that form the fabric of humanity. And we’re heading down a rabbit hole of anxiety, depression, and loneliness.

Thankfully, this is not the only way to live. Or to relate to technology. Or to relate to other people.

Today’s world in flux reveals the shortcomings of this way of thinking, in spades. As you open a Flux Mindset, you’re able to see beyond the trappings of the old script towards a reality in which you—and society as a whole—puts “human” back in humanity.

As you develop this Flux Superpower, your relationship to technology is reset. It’s not that you become a technology Luddite or tech-hater. That’s not the point at all. Rather, you harness the positive power of today’s new technologies with the inner wisdom that none of them are as powerful as the “technology” of awakened human consciousness.

As you practice this superpower, a new script emerges with you in the author’s chair. This new script invites you to show up fully, stand in your own truth, and unlock your full being. It celebrates vulnerability as a sign of inner strength, not weakness. It doesn’t seek power over others but shares power with them, recognizing the extraordinary wisdom of our interdependence.

With a Flux Mindset opened and your new script underway, you’re able to reconnect with others and your inner voice, make wiser decisions, find more sources of joy and equanimity than you can imagine right now, and edge ever closer to your full potential.

Who wouldn’t want that?!

To be yourself in a world that is constantly trying to make you something else is the greatest accomplishment.

—RALPH WALDO EMERSON

HUMANITY AND THE BRAIN

Waking up to flux demands a reconciliation of the evolving relationships between humans and technology and the human implications of technology. It requires a moral compass, rooted in the fact that humans aren’t algorithms. It requires the superpower of being fully human.

As you’ve seen, human response mechanisms are affected by technology as well as emotions, not the least of which is fear. Traditional thinking is tuned to form and certainty. Our limbic system is wired such that we become afraid of what we don’t know, whether that unknown is a minor detail or a macro force beyond our control. Marti Spiegelman, Harvard-trained scientist, Yale-trained graphic designer, leadership adviser, mentor, and initiated shaman, puts it well: “Our attachment to the known creates our fear of the unknown, yet our human genius is to constantly engage the unknown in service to our creative evolution. With our fear reactions out of control today, we push away our greatest resource, and it looks for all the world as though we’ve forgotten how to be fully human.”128

Marti goes on to explain that fear sits in the part of the brain where the ego sits. Rather than allowing ego to be simply the natural home of our personality, we begin to believe it’s responsible for our survival. As a result, anything that threatens our ego threatens our very survival129—and this is where we get twisted up. When you let your awareness focus only on your ego, you begin to believe everything is about your ego and your ego is responsible for everything, even your biological survival. You also wind up cutting yourself off from real-time incoming sensory data, leaving yourself in the precarious position of having access to only past information. In other words, we cut ourselves off from the now.

This quickly turns into a slippery slope: when we cut ourselves off from incoming sensory data, we cut off our ability to know through direct experience what is actually happening in the world around us. In this way, we cut off our ability to know what has triggered the fear circuit. The more we don’t know, the more afraid we become, and the more we cut ourselves off from knowing.130

Ultimately, you—and we—cut ourselves off from the essence of being fully human.

SERVICE AND SUFFERING

By and large, in today’s society we’re not taught how to suffer. Rather, we’re told that the goal is to be free from pain and suffering. If you experience these things, you’ve failed somehow.

This is one of the many ways in which the old script and new script collide head-on. The old script says: Be tough. Even if you’re in the pit of despair, don’t show it. Hide your feelings. But when feelings are buried, it’s impossible for others to help.

In contrast, the new script says: Be real. Show up fully. Let others know how they can help. Ask others how you can help them too. This is service and how we show up for one another.

Being fully human isn’t about being free from suffering. Being fully human means being wholly aware of your senses and your humanity: fully present and thoroughly, unabashedly yourself. This includes being comfortable with your discomfort (and occasionally being public about this) to harness it for greater growth.

Being fully human is also about showing up for others. When you’re able to help others, you put interdependence into action. When you manifest a shift in awareness “from me to we,” you unleash your individual capacity and our collective potential and make it easier to respond mindfully to change.

Today, we are faced with unprecedented opportunities to put this Flux Superpower into action. There are countless examples to draw from, few of which is as potent as grief.

In one way or another, the coronavirus pandemic caused each and every person alive today to lose some piece of the world as they’d known it. But not only that: the vantage point into whatever you thought the future would be has also shifted, and in many cases disappeared outright. What was is no longer, and what’s coming is anyone’s guess.

Individually and collectively, we are grieving the loss of what was and what may not be tomorrow. Although our losses may look and feel different—losing a job or a dream, a loved one or a daily schedule, a sense of normalcy or expectations—no one is untouched.

And this isn’t just about the effects of a pandemic! Or a natural disaster, or a lost job, or lost love. This is about the universal, timeless reality of loss and how we deal with it. It’s about whether we embrace grief or try to suppress it. Whether we are frightened by our feelings or can fully welcome them, even the Debbie Downers. Whether we try to short-circuit our pain or recognize that the only way out is through.

Before my parents’ deaths, I had never been to a funeral. Their accident happened prior to Facebook and smartphones, so there was zero expectation for me to grieve publicly (nor were there online platforms to share my grief). As far as I knew, there was no right or wrong way to grieve. The point was to simply be human: to walk through the fear, sadness, uncertainty, and suffering. I showed up as I was, and I cracked open. To this day I remain in awe of how other people—who had no obligation or expectation to do so—showed up too. They were fully human, and as a result, they helped me discover my own humanity … and what “grief support” truly means.

Today, grieving publicly online is common. For many people, online platforms are an essential tool in their own grieving process (even if I still struggle to imagine being “expected” to grieve my parents’ deaths publicly). Sharing your grief can help you feel less alone and allows others to support you. But the digital world also broadcasts the risk of expectations around how one “should” grieve online, which in turn can lead to burying grief out of guilt, worry, or numbed feelings. Weeding out the genuine support from whatever callous shaming may show up can be incredibly hard to do, especially in the pit of sadness.

Pause and think about your own approach to grief, as a person and as a leader. Are you leery of supporting others in the depths of their grief? Is your approach more akin to “I’m so sorry” and “just be strong,” or do you walk through the fires of sadness and suffering with them? Are you attuned to both individual and collective grief?

Being fully human means showing up with emotions, empathy, and ethics. With integrity, intuition, and imperfections. Serving others means showing up with the ability to celebrate wins and mourn losses, with one another and for life—which technology will never have the heart to do.

When “i” is replaced with “we,” even Illness becomes Wellness.

—MALCOLM X

YIN YOUR YANG

Yin and yang are universal symbols of harmony. Their origin story comes from Chinese mythology: yin and yang were born from chaos when the universe was first created.131 When yin and yang are in balance, an organism, system, or the entire world can thrive. There are many variations on this theme of harmony: light and dark, joy and despair, peace and conflict … to name a few.

Yin and yang are complementary forces and energies. They root, ground, and direct you in complementary ways.

Every person has aspects of both yin and yang. Yang energy is considered bright, linear, active, sharp, and laser-focused. It is associated with male energy. Yin energy, on the other hand, is soft, holistic, round, and keenly aware of the many relationships in play. It is often called female energy. This doesn’t mean that all men are yang and all women are yin; instead, each of us has both energies, in different proportions.

Yang is about domination. Yin is about collaboration. Yang sees nature as something humanity controls. Yin sees nature as something humanity serves.

To thrive, yin and yang energy must be in balance with each other. This principle holds for individuals, organizations, ecosystems, and society as a whole.

The old script oozes yang. It has left yin out of the narrative. Today, we urgently need to yin our yang and get this harmony back.

Part of why we’re in such a mess today is because we’re suffering from a yang overdose.132 For too long, official yang leadership has been at the helm without the balance of yin. Consider that in business, only 7.4 percent of Fortune 500 CEOs are women (in 2000, that figure was 0.4 percent).133 In politics, most countries have never had a female head of state, and the percentage of female political leaders today hovers around an all-time high of 10 percent. Only four countries (less than 2 percent) have at least 50 percent women in their national legislatures.134

On any scale, these metrics are wildly imbalanced. Yang is running the show.

Yet what we fail to realize is that a yang-led world cannot reach its full potential without sufficient yin. Moreover, this imbalance inflicts great harm: on people, relationships, the environment, and the future.

The new script is not another rant for more women in leadership roles, equal gender pay, and parental leave policies (though all of those things would help). The new script is a call to action at a more basic level: to realize that every single person—from community leaders to CEOs, parents, teachers, managers, you-name-it—who doesn’t address their yin-yang imbalance is selling themselves short and contributing to a less equitable, less productive, less vibrant society. The longer this imbalance persists, the more it festers.

On the upside, humans are completely capable of recalibrating. Getting “back to balance”—yinning your yang—is entirely within reach.

One of the most common concerns I hear is that yang leaders feel threatened about giving up their power. When one believes that control and domination are the only path forward, this is understandable—and ultimately destructive. But again, this is the case only if you adhere to the old script.

Anyone who believes that patriarchy (meaning a system governed by men and yang) is the opposite of matriarchy (a system governed by women and yin) does not understand how these systems work. In a patriarchal system, women are typically excluded because of its culture of inferiority, hierarchy, and exclusive power, all of which are consistent with yang. If a man believes that matriarchy is the opposite system, then naturally he would be fearful of it because it signals his own exclusion and loss of power. In other words, doom.

But this understanding is wholly off the mark. Matriarchies are not the mere opposite of patriarchy. Whereas patriarchy is hierarchical and exclusive, matriarchy is egalitarian and inclusive. Matriarchies are based on yin values: relationships and nurturing of all, women and men alike.135

When women enter a patriarchal system, they are excluded. But when men enter a matriarchal system, they are included … because matriarchies reflect a culture of equality, shared power, and yin. Men have no reason to fear this. In reality, women and men alike have every reason to embrace it.

The new script understands this, and a Flux Mindset—regardless of gender—embraces it.

When men and women alike yin their yang, everyone can be more balanced and more fully human.

The Yin Effect and VUCA

VUCA stands for volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous. A VUCA world is a world in flux. Our response to flux, and to VUCA, could be much improved by learning to yin our yang as well.

VUCA comes from the military and has quickly made its way into business. It makes sense: both settings feature competitive landscapes and battlefields, domains in which a yang overdose is particularly acute and the old script is firmly in place.

Yet as we’ve seen, much of the flux we’re struggling with today is internal, personal, and interpersonal. It’s uncertainty that no amount of “crush your competitor” strategy will resolve. Moreover, “crush your competitor” isn’t actually what people want! Many people are hungry for human connection. We’re yearning for peace, both internally and among peoples. We wish for decency, dignity, and shared humanity.

What if we applied yin-yang balance to VUCA? What if we over-laid a new, flux-forward script on traditional complexity studies? We could expect to see the following:


• More collective and collaborative leadership models, rather than top-down hierarchical structures.

• More transformational leaders whose goal is to lift others up, rather than transactional leaders whose modus operandi is punishment or reward.

• Inclusivity operationalized.

• A shift from seeking “power over” to sharing “power with” and giving “power to” others. We might even learn that power is gained not by hoarding it but by giving it away. (We also saw this in chapter 4.)



As Nilima Bhat, leadership expert and coauthor of Shakti Leadership: Embracing Feminine and Masculine Power in Business, says, we would understand that “the only win is win-win.”136

Yin and yang ground us in our full humanity, in equal measure. Both are essential to thrive in flux.

BOOST YOUR DQ

If you’re in the United States, Canada, China, or any of the twenty-seven countries where Dairy Queen operates, you may be wondering what flux has to do with a Turtle Pecan Cluster Blizzard. In this case, DQ has nothing to do with ice cream. It means digital intelligence.137

For a long time, it was broadly assumed that one’s IQ, or intelligence quotient, was the best predictor of general success. Your IQ is your raw intellect, according to a series of testing questions based on abstract reasoning, math, vocabulary, and common knowledge (assuming a white upper-class background, alas). Some years later the concept of emotional intelligence, or EQ, emerged. EQ is your ability to understand, care about, and forge relationships with people. EQ doesn’t measure what facts or equations you know; rather, it measures if you “know” how to connect with other humans. It quickly became clear that one’s EQ is as important as, if not more important than, IQ in determining one’s overall success in life. Whether you have meaningful relationships, feel loved and supported, and are a champion of humanity is more a result of your EQ, not necessarily your IQ (although both help).


Do you DQ?

The Digital Intelligence Institute is an organization committed to helping people boost their DQ. While much of the institute’s focus is on children, enhancing one’s DQ is essential for all ages.

Here are some initial questions to assess your current DQ:


Do you know how much time you spend online each day?

Do you know which individuals and organizations have access to your online information (and which information)?

Do you actively manage your digital footprint?

Do you know what your digital citizen rights are?

Can you identify cyberbullying? If so, do you take action to call it out?

Do you believe you maintain an appropriate balance with technology?

What happens to your emotions and overall sense of well-being when you disconnect from technology? (Can you recall the last time you went completely offline for more than a day?)

Do you feel that you’re able to show up “fully human” online?



More information is available at dqinstitute.org and dqtest.org.



The IQ + EQ script did its thing fairly well for a long time. But in today’s digital society, there is increasing concern that technology is getting the upper hand and potentially compromising both our IQ (the internet can quickly provide answers we previously worked hard to solve) and our EQ (disconnecting us from meaningful relationships). We need to update this script.

Digital intelligence, or DQ, is part of the new script. To truly succeed in the twenty-first century—and a world in flux—humans need to boost their DQ.

Before you race to conclude that having a high DQ means knowing how to code or build apps, don’t worry: it does not. DQ is an overarching concept that encompasses a range of competencies to engage responsibly in the digital world.138 DQ includes skills related to digital safety, digital identity, digital literacy, digital rights, and digital communications. Having a high DQ means, for example, that you know when and how to put your device down and have a face-to-face conversation. It means responsibly managing your screen time, calling out cyberbullying, and knowing when you may be at risk of digital identity theft.

In today’s technology-driven world, it is all too easy to believe that technology will solve our problems. Fundamentally, having a high DQ means knowing that technology is only a means; it is neither a solution nor an end in itself. DQ is a human-centric compass for the digital world. It is an essential pillar of your new script.

Let us pray that the progress of robotics and artificial intelligence may always serve humankind. We could say, may it “be human.”

—POPE FRANCIS

HOPE AND CONSCIOUSNESS

Professor Brené Brown has helped crack stereotypes and shed stigma around vulnerability as much as any human living today. She reminds us that courage comes from cor, the Latin word for “heart.” The original meaning of courage was not found on battlefields or in marketplaces. Rather, it means speaking your truth, from the heart.139 Courage is found within—and it’s something no robot or AI can do.

Before my parents died, I was hardly a student of vulnerability or courage. I rarely spoke those words (and truth be told, I doubt I would have been able to define “vulnerable”). Then, their tandem deaths cracked me in a way I did not know was humanly possible. Vulnerability wasn’t a choice; it was reality. Courage wasn’t an option; it was essential to getting through my days.

I couldn’t have figured this out on my own. Others showed me the way. When I broke open, a favorite professor of mine, Judy Raggi-Moore, showed up. Not only did she open her heart to my grief, she opened her entire family and home to me. She, her husband, Danny, young daughter, Jessica, and mother, Francesca, became my new, extended “family of choice.” I now have a second sister and a third grandmother. Judy and Danny didn’t replace my parents; they complemented and, in some ways, amplified them. They made sure that my preexisting family relationships remained in place while helping me regain my bearings and heal. I was expected to celebrate holidays with them, as a full family member and not a spare wheel. I was allowed to grieve in peace, while a piece of the rug that had been ripped from underneath me was stitched back together, stronger. Judy and her entire family showed me what it means to fully embrace one’s humanity. They all became integral parts of my new script.

What Judy did came from the heart. She didn’t think her way through it. She felt a need to help and took action. And she acted out of love, not fear.

Many years later I began to study consciousness, thanks to Marti Spiegelman, and what I had experienced earlier (but had struggled to understand) became clear. With training in neurophysiology and the fine arts and indigenous wisdom, Marti is amply qualified to see the insights—and the disconnects—among how we think, feel, see, and behave.

According to Marti, each and every person has internal wisdom that is far superior to any computer. (She’s not talking about quantum computing here; this is wisdom about humankind and how to live, hard-earned over millennia and irreplaceable by algorithms.) As humans marched our way towards the “modern” era, nudged by consumer mass-marketing and distracted by the “attention economy,” this hard-earned wisdom was set aside.140 We forgot about it as we gawked at advertisements persuading us that our path to success is paved with likes, followers, and ever more stuff.

Yet this isn’t real consciousness. In humans, real consciousness is dependent on our ability to perceive— to know the world through the senses—and our capacity to be aware of every detail that is perceived.141 So if our conscious capacity is dependent on our ability to know the world through our senses, then today our brain has overridden all five. We’re left being fully conscious … of nothing. Instead, we’ve replaced perception and awareness with words and others’ scripts, which filter our perceptions. As Marti says, we talk about the world because we no longer feel the world. We explain our feelings in words because we’ve lost the ability to perceive them: to sense and simply be aware of them. (Think about the difference between explaining an experience and having an experience. See what I mean?)142

Real consciousness represents an ancient, even timeless, script. Your new script is how you regain it.

When the old script is in hand, it is incredibly easy (and often expected of you) to forget what it means to truly know through your sensory experiences. Instead, we seek to explain what we know through language. As a result, our thinking goes into over-drive while our being gets stuck. With a new script, however, standing in your authentic truth means reconnecting with your inner voice and wisdom, harnessing them into action, and bringing your best to others—quite possibly without ever saying a word.

ROOTED IN HUMANITY, ORIENTED TOWARDS SERVICE

If you’re stuck in the old script, you’ll see a quest to be more human as naive, and a goal to serve others as a waste of time. But if you have opened a Flux Mindset and truly understand the forces in play, you’ll run towards this superpower.

As you navigate a world of ever more change, would you prefer to live a script written by an algorithm or with your own head and heart? Would you prefer to have the support and friendship of others or to go it alone? Would you prefer to leave a legacy shaped by apps or trusted relationships?

Times of great change, like we’re all in today, offer an unparalleled opportunity to rediscover our shared humanity and interdependence. A world in flux highlights the need to pause and rethink your relationships with technology and with other people. When change hits, an app will not give you meaning or love you. It will not show you the path forward. Humans will. And the more fully human we can be as we navigate more change ahead, the better.

Human beings are a work in progress that mistakenly think they are finished.

—DAN GILBERT

BE ALL THE MORE HUMAN (AND SERVE OTHER HUMANS): REFLECTIONS


1. Do you tend to think in terms of “me” or “we”?

2. Do you maintain an appropriate balance with technology? Why or why not?

3. How would you characterize your yin-yang (im)balance today?

4. What happens to your emotions and well-being when you disconnect from technology? (Can you recall the last time you went completely offline for more than a day?)

5. Do you feel that you’re able to show up “fully human”? Why or why not?






CHAPTER 8

LET GO OF THE FUTURE

When I let go of what I am, I become what I might be.

—LAO TZU

When my parents died, a piece of my future died too. While they hadn’t pressured me to follow a particular career, they did have high hopes and dreams for me. Were those hopes and dreams still alive without them? Were they the right hopes and dreams for me, and how should I know?

Once the initial shock wore off, I began having frequent nightmares and panic attacks. My nocturnal psyche would convince itself that my parents were alive and well, and recent experiences were but a bad dream. Then I would awake and relive my sister’s phone call all over again. Panic, anxiety, disbelief. Wash, rinse, repeat.

After a while, I began not dreaming at all. This relieved the edge of pain, but what is a future without dreams?

Fast-forward many years to today, when a future without dreams feels uncomfortably close for too many people.

Perhaps you had a job you loved, and then you lost it. But you didn’t just lose a job: you lost a piece of your identity, your extended family of colleagues, and a key reason you woke up motivated every day.

Or maybe it’s your child who dreams of going to college, and now neither of you is sure it’s worth the expense and unknowns—or if it’s even possible.

Or you worked hard for years on a project that was just about to launch. It was to catapult your career. But the launch went sideways or, worse, had to be scrapped.

Or this situation describes not you but a member of your team or community.

Or perhaps it wasn’t a project but a lifestyle. You’d been experimenting for years to juggle work and family in order to “have it all.” You’d finally found something resembling balance and it was sustainable … until change hit.

Perhaps your careful financial planning finally paid off: you’d quit your job and had tickets to travel the world, but then your itinerary became untenable.

Or perhaps little by little, living month-to-month sapped your energy to dream.

Each of these scenarios comes down to one fundamental question: When the world you’ve come to know suddenly melts, or flips upside down in ways you neither expected nor desire, how do you keep your dreams alive?

THE SUPERPOWER: LET GO OF THE FUTURE

Letting go of the future enables a better future to emerge.

From a young age, many people are led to believe that humans can predict and control the future. The messaging goes: Work hard and you’ll get a good job. Jump through the right hoops and the right doors will open. Make plans that will go as expected. These instructions aren’t bad, but each one assumes a predictable, controllable world … which couldn’t be further from reality today.

This old messaging is an illusion. Certainty is an illusion. The fact is, no one knows what tomorrow holds and no one can control the future. The old script describes how things are “supposed” to play out in a static, fixed, unchanging world. But that world is long gone and is not coming back.

Today’s world in flux demands a new script that understands: the ability to let go of your perception of control is where real control is to be found.

Letting go of the illusion that you can control external circumstances releases you to focus on what you can control: how you respond. Letting go of everything you don’t need frees up time, space, and resources for what you do.

To be clear, letting go doesn’t mean giving up or somehow failing (though adherents to the old script struggle greatly to understand this). The ability to let go is in many ways the ultimate Flux Superpower. It may be counterintuitive, yet therein lies its potency.

Letting go gives you control of what really matters, empowers you to move forward, and reminds you to live fully right now. With a Flux Mindset, you turn fear and frustration about tomorrow into fuel for your purpose, potential, and inner peace today.

STUCK IN THE PAST, FEARING THE FUTURE

Human beings are incredibly good at living in the past and the future. As neuroscientist Amishi Jha says, “The mind is great at time travel.”143 In fact, we spend the majority of our time in this mode. We reminisce about the past (waxing nostalgic, regretting a decision, or simply remembering what was) and seek to forecast the future of our dreams while avoiding our fears.

Reminiscing about the past and forecasting the future—especially when it “must” work out or unfold a particular way—can deter you from living today. Time spent reliving yesterday or trying to predict tomorrow is time spent missing life itself. You are fully alive only in the present. Right here, right now.

Of course, I don’t mean that reflection and planning don’t matter. Remembering happy times can lift our spirits, and preparing for what’s next is both responsible and often essential. Memory and anticipation are among the greatest joys of life.

What I do mean is that all too often we get stuck in the past and future and can’t get ourselves back to now. We end up spending our lives somewhere else. We forget our incredible capacity to engage the unknown and instead creep towards a future driven more by fear of it than the possibility of something better. Our minds default to a negativity bias: we tend to have more negative thoughts than positive ones, which stay in our memory longer and affect our decision-making more. When this cycle plays out over time, the results can be disastrous. We need stronger mental muscles to both ground ourselves in the present, so that we can appreciate and learn from life right now, and lean into the future with a level head.

A world in flux is your time, our time, the time to do just this.

AFRAID TO LET GO

One of the most interesting and unexpected insights on my journey through flux is that when we talk about letting go, we always talk about letting go of the past: an old grudge, a regret, a love story, or a moment that is now gone. Occasionally, we’ll talk about letting go of something in the present: perhaps a source of stress, a toxic relationship, or a bad habit. But we never—really think about it, never (!)—talk about letting go of the future.

Of course, some people are excited about the future. But even they know that the future has countless unknowns and nothing is guaranteed. Many people, however, fear the future—and in so doing, they get stuck … paralyzed … fixated on a situation they can’t control. The more you grasp for what is beyond your reach, or what is no longer working, the more frustrated you become.

And yet, this is exactly when you should be letting go. But no one talks about it, no one teaches it, and certainly no one celebrates it. Why not?

CONTROL: PERCEPTION VS. REALITY

If you’ve spent your life following the old script, the chances are very good that you’re geared to fight for control, chase success, and yearn for external recognition. If this is all you’ve been taught, it’s hard to fathom any other way of being. Yet this is far from the full truth; there is more than one way to be, to think, and to succeed.

Some people are also blinded by privilege. As we saw in chapters 1 and 2, privilege limits our perceptions of what’s in the script. In some ways privilege gives you more choice, while in other ways it limits your choices. Specifically, the more privilege you perceive yourself to have (or the more choices you technically have), the more fearful if not petrified you are of making the wrong choice, and the harder it is to let go.

And yet, here is the great paradox: only those who are able to let go are those with real power and freedom. Those who can see through privilege are powerful in a way that those with privilege will never understand, unless they let go.

Of course, there is a huge difference between being forced to let go and choosing to let go. When change hits and you’re forced to let go, that’s usually when resistance and fear show up. But when you choose to let go proactively, it can be a profoundly liberating and empowering experience.

Letting go offers another fantastic opportunity to learn from other cultures with humility and respect. Humans have struggled with issues of attachment and control since time immemorial. What can we teach one another in the hopes of improving every-one’s ability to let go?

Aparigraha is a Sanskrit term that translates into nonattachment, nongrasping, and nonpossessiveness. In the cultures in which it prevails, including Hinduism and Jainism, aparigraha is the highest form of human strength. It’s a superpower—with or without flux.

Aparigraha is the ability to let go of everything that does not help you be your best self. It includes the ability to let go of expectations and fears about the future. Fear shatters your ability to be present, and when left unchecked, it leads only to more fear. Anger and anxiety are manifestations of this fear. It’s a never-ending cycle of self-sabotage and a double hijacking: it both saps your mental energy towards fear and prevents you from spending that time in productive ways. This is called “ironic mental processing”: when we try to avoid thinking about something, our brain tries to help us not think about it by constantly checking in with us to see if we’re thinking about it. Not only does this not work; it’s actually counterproductive.144

Personally, I experienced both fear and ironic mental processing for so long that I thought I would go crazy. Even before my parents died, I had an affinity for worry. My mom struggled with depression for much of her adult life, and there was a constant sense of walking on eggshells at home; my earliest memories include it. When she and my dad died, my propensity for self-sabotage grew. It was only once I began to explore the ideas in this chapter that I began to see a kinder, wiser way to live—and so much to let go.

Today I envision living in a society in which the role model of success is the person who can let go: of fear, anxiety, and expectations about the future. It’s not only that you can do this; it’s that you choose to do this. You do this because you know that letting go makes you free: free from living a life based on someone else’s view of the world, free from the illusion that you can control what happens next, and free from becoming unhinged when change hits. In this freedom, what seemed impossible before is now within reach.

If you realize that all things change, there is nothing you will try to hold on to.

—LAO TZU

THE NEW SCRIPT: 3 SHIFTS TO FLUX

Letting go of the future doesn’t mean dropping it like a hot potato. Rather, it means reframing your relationship to the future and whatever change may come. There are three main ways this new script can be written:

1. A mindset shift: from predict to prepare. This shift recognizes that it’s impossible to predict the future, nor is any one future guaranteed to play out. Rather, a whole bunch of different futures are possible, and your best approach is to be as prepared as possible for the prospects coming your way. Resist the urge to predict what “will” happen and invest your energy in crafting initial responses to what “could” happen instead.

Immediately after my parents died (and long before I’d connected any of these dots), I would sit and write down all of the different ways that my future might unfold. Maybe I’d teach or maybe I’d start my own business. Maybe I’d get married and maybe not. Maybe I’d have kids and maybe not. Maybe I’d live in Timbuktu or Thailand, or maybe I’d stay close to home. Then I would look at these scenarios, and I would ask, “Could I find peace and joy again?”

In each of these wildly different scenarios, I concluded that I could. Each was full of change and uncertainty and massive unknowns, yet each offered a path forward. When I could let go of trying to predict what would happen, this allowed a whole bunch of different-yet-fulfilling futures to emerge.

2. An expectations shift: from “things will go to plan” to “plans will change.” Even if you can let go of your desire to predict, your brain may still default to the assumption that your plans will work out (and if they don’t, then you’ve failed). This mismanagement of one’s own expectations is the root of much suffering and second-guessing.

Think about a recent experience in which things didn’t go as planned. How did you respond: Were you angry or anxious, or did you take it in stride? How might you have responded better, or prepared differently, if you’d known that your well-laid plans would change?

Flipping your mental switch to treat change as the general rule, rather than the exception, improves everything: your ability to pivot, your foresight, and your compassion towards others as we all navigate today’s landscape of uncertainty.

Plans are of little importance, but planning is essential.

—WINSTON CHURCHILL

3. A shift in focus: from known to unknown. All too often, when solving problems or navigating change, people look to be better prepared should the same thing happen again. This isn’t a bad strategy per se, but it’s incomplete. What about things that haven’t happened yet?

The future is only a concept; we can never truly know what it will be. True, history is an amazing teacher, yet today’s changes include factors that are new to the human experience. For the most part, surprise and unknowability don’t show up in today’s models. Yet we know that what got us here isn’t necessarily going to be what will ensure you, or I, or anyone thrives in the future.

When you shift to being in awe of life’s mysteries, rather than expecting the past to repeat itself, your horizon literally and figuratively expands.


Scenario map your life

Scenario mapping is a favorite tool of futurists. It’s a type of forecasting that maps out many different possible scenarios, given a particular situation, with the goal of providing smart, grounded ideas of what the future might hold. In practical terms, it’s a powerful mechanism to guide the shift from prediction to preparation.

While scenario mapping is commonly used by companies and organizations, it can be helpful in a wide range of settings: from assessing the future of a given sector (e.g., education), concept (e.g., capitalism), or business shift (e.g., work from home) to understanding how your own reality might change (e.g., the future of your career or your kids’ education) and options to respond. Think of it as part secret weapon and part magic wand for navigating life in a world in flux.

Any future scenario has pros and cons. The best scenarios are those that feel feasible to you. Scenarios are basically thought experiments; if your sixth sense says, “Yes, even if some aspects are a bit wild, this sounds like it could happen,” then stick with it.

Scenario maps are typically drawn with two axes that represent two key themes (i.e., four quadrants to explore together).

Any range of issues can be selected. For example: A decade from now, will a four-year college degree be the customary credential, or will there be new options better geared towards today’s world? Will your company’s growth be driven by humans or automation? Personally, what may change in your life—and what would you like to change about it? Play with a range of factors that speak to you.

Once you’ve identified your themes and drawn your axes, let go and imagine the possibilities. In each of the four quadrants, describe a range of possible outcomes, ripple effects, obstacles, and responses. Let your curiosity drive the design. Highlight those that seem most effective, and notice when your intuition says, “Pay attention to this!” Be serious but not so serious as to thwart your creativity.

How can this exercise help you rethink your response to unknowns—wherever they come from?



REAWAKEN YOUR AGENCY

Letting go of the illusion that any one person can control the future frees every person to focus on what they can control: how they respond to change. In other words, letting go of the future demands that you reawaken your sense of agency: that feeling of being in charge of your life. Empowering agency is a core pillar of your new script.

Agency often includes a much longer list of things than you might at first write out. It includes your ability to learn, create, decide, and grow. It includes everything from your ability to vote (or not), to responsibly manage your screen time (or not), to apply the “law of two feet”—which says that in any situation in which you’re neither learning nor contributing, use your two feet to find a place where your participation is more meaningful—and leave an unfulfilling job or end an unfulfilling relationship (or not), to whether you respond with kindness or with animosity. Agency is also closely related to seeing what’s invisible: when you learn to see what’s invisible, you discover even more ways to apply your agency.

Expressing your agency doesn’t guarantee that you’ll get your way, but it does give you a voice. You can’t control the outcomes, but you can control whether and how you contribute to them.

Agency has never been more important—and yet, collectively, we’ve done an extraordinarily good job of stamping it out across society. Education systems teach students to “study for the test” rather than embark on a quest for true learning; consumer mass-marketing machines persuade us that our only real job is to buy, not to think; technologies numb us to our feelings as we scroll and swipe. Each of these examples reveals how agency, subtly and even unconsciously, can shift to the recesses of human consciousness.

But agency is still there: your agency, my agency, and our agency together. Agency has never left, and so long as you are alive, you cannot lose it. Now more than ever, it’s time to reclaim it, own it, and use it fully.

THE “PROBLEM” WITH CHANGE

Problems are basically unwelcome change. Something happened that you wish had not, or something didn’t happen that you wish had. This something may have happened five minutes ago or five decades ago. The “problem” is some kind of change that you wish would disappear.

Today more than ever, it seems, humans are in perpetual problem-solving mode. Long-standing problems, brand-new problems, complex problems, problems society thrusts on us, and problems we create, whether by aiming for the wrong goals, provoking others, or failing to see our blind spots. The elusive search for happiness seems woefully and mistakenly dependent on having resolved problems. (Yet as we learned in the last chapter, this misses the mark too.)

Oftentimes, you may find yourself faced with problems you simply can’t solve on your own. Things you would love to fix and that perhaps someday will be resolved. But in the here and now, they’re intractable and beyond your control.

Think about a specific problem you’re grappling with at the moment. Perhaps it’s new work dynamics or new family dynamics. A new supply-chain partner or a new schedule. Declining revenues or declining confidence. Or a relationship that’s been faltering for years.

In such situations, society often teaches you to fight, and that if you don’t fight, you fail.

And yet, this is not the complete story. Of course, there are times when fighting is the right thing to do: human rights, a livable planet, social justice, and fundamental fairness are good examples of this “good trouble.” But there is a different, very large and distracting set of problems we often bludgeon by fighting, which would benefit more from a different stance: acceptance.

For now.

Acceptance does not mean failure or being passive. (Again, the old script struggles to see this. But that myopia is exactly what makes that narrative outdated.) Acceptance means being present, with a twist: rather than spending your strength feeling anxious about the change itself, use that strength to lean into the change in your response.

When you’re able to accept change by letting go of the illusion that you can control it, remarkable things can happen. You find peace, clarity, and even previously unfathomable aha’s. Your imagination lights on fire.

When you allow yourself to let go of what you were trying to control, a whole new universe of possibility opens up. When you stop preoccupying your mind with what’s not working, you create space to manifest what could be. To invent something new, or to make any kind of change—in your daily life, in an organization, or in society—requires first the ability to imagine that things could be different. It invites your intention to see differently, rather than a resolution that a particular outcome “must” happen.

Think back to the ways in which your life has changed recently. What have you accepted? What are you still resisting? What have you let go of, and what did that create space for?

WORRY LESS ABOUT WORRYING

For most of my life, I was enveloped in a fog of worry. My earliest memories are of my mother worrying that I would die of severe food allergies. (Her fear wasn’t entirely misplaced: my allergies kept me frequently ill and my pediatrician busy.) By the age of five, I’d learned to worry about money, because it was perpetually in short supply. By elementary school, I chronically worried that other kids didn’t like me. After school, I worried about whether and when to go home, in the hopes of avoiding an increasingly inevitable family argument.

Then my parents died, and my worry went into overdrive. Generalized anxiety became nightmares and panic attacks. Sometimes I would feel completely unmoored by grief, cracked open in a way I wanted desperately to understand. Clearly, my parents’ accident wasn’t just a bad dream. This was my new reality. But now what? My rational and irrational brains constantly dueled over what was “worth” worrying about. The answer was usually: everything.

It wasn’t until my forties that I learned that a perpetual, chronic state of worry isn’t normal. It happened unexpectedly, when I was asked to describe my earliest memory of not feeling worried … and I couldn’t recall a single one. True, I could travel and speak and stretch beyond my comfort zone, but these things were easy compared with quieting the bird of anxiety that chirped incessantly on my shoulder about anything, everything, or nothing at all. Indeed, on the very best days I would worry about the fact that there was nothing to worry about.

The day I realized that I had zero sense of what it felt like to be worry-free was a wake-up call. Back then, I knew enough to know that worry and anxiety feed on themselves, becoming a vicious and never-ending cycle. But I hadn’t realized how deep this wound had cut personally, and I didn’t know how to heal it.

Overcoming chronic anxiety is in many ways a lifelong endeavor. It’s a gradual rewiring of the brain. It’s also one thing to say “Worry less about the worry” and another to actually do so.

One of the most useful practices I’ve come across for this is to ask yourself, “What’s the worst that could happen?,” and then flip the rhetoric on its head. Let me explain.

When it comes to change, humans can be prone to catastrophize. I can hear you now: the “worst that could happen” is actually pretty bad. The answer is a series of negatives: What you would lose, what would not be there, or what would be empty? It’s implicit in how the question is framed: the worst.

I get it. Change is damn scary. It clouds your horizons and paralyzes your courage. But it only tyrannizes you if you let it.

What if you flipped the question and asked instead, “What’s the best thing that could happen if I shifted from resisting change to yielding to it? What’s the best thing that could happen if I let go of my expectations about the future?”

Might you discover that you’re more capable than you ever dreamed possible? Might you finally see doors that have been waiting to be opened?

Might the worst that could happen be never knowing what could have been?

When my parents died, “the worst that could happen” didn’t seem nearly as bad as what had already happened. It took time for “the best that could happen” perspective to sink in, though as soon as it did, it felt like the earth shifted beneath my feet. My ground became solid yet gentle. I could keep my parents’ memory alive and feel genuinely excited about the future.

Little by little, I developed habits to deal with my anxiety. My fear of the future continued to get the upper hand from time to time, but I learned to pay attention to what the fear was saying. I started using this simple yet powerful three-part process that I continue to use today:


1. Notice it. Stop and catch myself when I slip into anxiety and fear. What just happened? Where do I feel it in my body? Am I re-running worst-case scenarios? If possible, give my feelings a name—even personality. But don’t judge; just notice.

2. Welcome it. Rather than berate myself about how I should “not” feel, own these feelings in this moment. Realize that they come from a place of care. Can I find a slice of gratitude for them within?

3. Use it. Finally, flip my focus of attention. What is this fear or anxiety asking me to let go of? How is it opening me up to what really matters? Does my response align with my values? Who has real control, me or my fear?



This approach isn’t about trivializing the hard stuff or forgetting about loss. Suffering and challenges are part of your story, my story, humanity’s story. The key is to not let fear of the future hijack your life script or prevent you from living today.

Ultimately, your mindset determines your well-being. A Flux Mindset knows how to let go of the worry and lean into the wonder of what could be.

BEGIN AGAIN

The human brain is hardwired to plan for the future, yet let’s be honest: no one knows how the future will unfold. I say this as a renowned futurist! The more we try to predict and control, or boast about knowing “for sure,” the more the future slips through our fingers.

Then again, life has always been this way. No one can ever know exactly what any day holds, much less a week, a year, a decade, or an entire generation. But therein is the real beauty and even awe: when every day is new and unknowable, every day is also an opportunity to begin again.

Every. Single. Day. To. Begin. Anew.

This reality isn’t unique to today: a world in flux and a faster pace of change simply make it clearer.

And when every day is full of change, and every day also offers a new opportunity to begin again, the way to reconcile this tension—between your desire to plan and an unknowable future—is to take things one day at a time. As Dr. Judson Brewer, director of research and innovation at Brown University’s Mindfulness Center, advises, “Do what needs to get done today, and then take care of tomorrow, when it comes: tomorrow. When it comes to information, the closer to now you stay, the more clearly you will be able to think.”145

If today feels like too long a horizon, consider this hour, this minute, this second. The key is to stay grounded in the present moment and recognize every opportunity to begin again.

After my parents died, I was stuck in what felt like interminable not-knowing. I so badly wanted to plan, yet I couldn’t possibly know what was going to happen. Waking me up every morning was the same question: What in the world should I do?

Gradually I learned to boil this down to the here and now. Each morning, I had two choices: I could get out of bed and see what happens, or I could curl up in a ball and never know. Many days, crawling into a corner and disappearing sounded really good. But a little voice would chirp: Don’t you want to know what today holds?

Over time, the simple act of getting up and putting one foot in front of the other became less of a deliberation and more of a small daily victory. My mantra became: “I want to know, but I have to learn.” I wrapped my head around the reality that there are some things we simply cannot know. It felt unfair, even cruel, yet I realized I could destroy myself if I kept trying to pin down what was beyond my—or anyone’s—grasp.

And this led to the most helpful realization of all: there is beauty in not knowing. Not knowing encourages curiosity, wonder, and awe, all of which are in short supply today. When it’s impossible to know, then it is time to let go … and begin again.

HOLD THE FUTURE GENTLY

When change hits, the ability to let go—of expectations, of what to do in this uncertain future, and even of the need to know—makes all the difference. People who grasp on to “what was” or believe they can control what happens next are easily derailed. But those who can let go of what-was-yet-is-no-longer, and give the future the space and oxygen it needs to emerge, will thrive.

Letting go of the future is about flow, not grasping. Working with life rather than against it. Fluxing rather than feeling stuck. Seeing the future not as a sinkhole of uncertainty or an impenetrable brick wall but more akin to water: pliable, yielding, taking the shape of its container, impossible for human hands to hold for long. A form that is at once gentle and supple, yet can carve through prehistoric rock.

As water holds the shape of its container, powerful yet at ease with its temporary state of being, holding the future gently is how you embrace—and thrive—in flux.

All that you touch you Change. All that you Change changes you. The only lasting truth is Change.

—OCTAVIA BUTLER

LET GO OF THE FUTURE: REFLECTIONS


1. When you make plans, do you generally expect that they will work out or not?

2. Mentally, where do you spend most of your time: in the past, the present, or the future?

3. Describe something that you recently let go of. How did it feel? How did it go?

4. How does “not knowing” make you feel?

5. Have you ever scenario mapped your life? If so, how did it go? If not, would you like to? Why or why not?






CONCLUSION

FLUXING FORWARD

Life is flux.

—HERACLITUS

So here you are: You’ve read the pages of this book that appealed to you, in whatever order felt right to you. You’re doing your best to open a Flux Mindset, unlock your Flux Superpowers, and write your new script that’s fit for today’s world. You can sense this is a big shift for your mind, your body, and your soul. You know it will help you as a leader, a professional, an entrepreneur, a parent, a community member, and—most of all—as a human being. But you’re still wondering: What else? What next? What do I actually do now?

You’ve landed in the right place. But first, let’s get our bearings and better understand what you’ve learned thus far. This will make it much easier to cast a meaningful vision forward.

Perhaps the single most important thing to remember (which is all too easy to forget) is that absolutely everything that you do affects how you navigate change. You get better at whatever you practice. If you practice fear, you get better at being fearful. If you practice flexibility, you become more flexible. If you practice hope, you invigorate your capacity for hope.

Part of “what’s next” is seeing flux as a practice. Opening a Flux Mindset and strengthening your Flux Superpowers doesn’t happen overnight. Being truly fluxy is a lifelong endeavor: it requires practice, practice, and more practice. The goal is improvement, not perfection. And the upshot? Every day (and especially today!) gives you plenty of opportunities to do so.

You’ve also seen that Flux Superpowers amplify one another. While each superpower stands on its own, when they are combined, the result is that much more powerful. For example:


• It’s easier to let go when you start with trust.

• It’s easier to start with trust when you can see what’s invisible.

• It’s easier to see what’s invisible when you’re running slower.

• It’s easier to run slower when you can be fully human. And so on.



When it comes to practicing flux, start with whichever Flux Superpower feels closest at hand, and know that the others will enhance it (and vice versa) over time.

Similarly, you can start with whatever change is closest at hand. One of the real gifts of flux is that it’s scale-free: it can be applied to any unit of size, scope, or scale. Individually, we can talk about your daily schedule in flux, your family in flux, your career in flux, or your dreams and expectations in flux. Organizationally, we can talk about offices in flux, HR in flux, or strategic planning in flux. Societally, we can talk about politics in flux, cities in flux, climate in flux, and so on. And when the entire world is in flux, a Flux Mindset has almost endless utility.

In this light, it’s clear that this book is just the beginning. Each of the Flux Superpowers may merit its own book. There may be a series to launch: Leadership in Flux, Work in Flux, Relationships in Flux, Trust in Flux, Careers in Flux, Learning in Flux, Risk Management in Flux, Cities in Flux, Politics in Flux, Public Policy in Flux, Expectations in Flux … what you’ve begun to tap into in this book extends far beyond any one change, any one person, or any one time.

But right now, let’s come back to today, and you. The basic premise of Flux is that in a world of constant change, we need to radically reshape our relationship to uncertainty and flip the script to sustain a healthy and productive outlook. We do this in three steps:


Step 1: Open a Flux Mindset

Step 2: Use your Flux Mindset to unlock the eight Flux Superpowers

Step 3: Apply your Flux Superpowers to write your New Script



The ability to “flip the script” is key. Your new script is fit for today’s world and empowers you to thrive in constant change. But it doesn’t happen on its own: it requires an understanding of your old script and how it has shaped your current relationship to change.

Everyone’s relationship to change is unique, because it is fundamentally rooted in our life experiences—no two of which are the same. The crux of Flux is: What grounds you, roots you, and orients you when change hits? What values provide you with the clarity and stability that enable you to see change as an opportunity, rather than a threat? How committed to these values are you? How do these values affect how you react when whatever you thought was going to happen—a particular career, partner, daily schedule, family member, product launch, new hire, or election cycle—doesn’t?

(This may be a good moment to revisit your Flux Mindset Baseline in the Introduction and see whether and how your answers have changed.)

While each person approaches Flux with a different history and personality, there are four actions I’ve found that are natural catalysts for strengthening a Flux Mindset and applying your Flux Superpowers. You can do each of them right now.

First: Take Flux into your life and work. There are many ways to do this at home, in the office, and on the road. However, the best place I’ve found to start is outside. Get into nature: it’s the epitome of flux and our best teacher of constant change.

Back in 500 BCE, Heraclitus was already onto this: nature is never-ending change, yet it is also a constant in a sea of change. Nature pays little heed to the changes that rock your world. The seasons change, trees bear fruit, flowers bloom, and animals hibernate … just as they always have. Moreover, nature is constantly shifting and becoming something different from what it was before. Atoms in motion are changing; cells are dividing; air and energy are moving. “Like a river, life flows ever onwards, and while we may step from the riverbank into the river, the waters flowing over our feet will never be the same waters that flowed even one moment before.”146 Among nature’s countless examples of flux:


• Caterpillars go through chrysalis and become butterflies: A bug becomes goo, then sprouts wings and flies?!

• Bamboo spends more than a year developing roots and rhizomes below ground before going through an incredible growth spurt: A plant that grows three feet (one meter) per day to become stronger than steel and quite possibly the strongest material on earth?!147

• Waves ebb and flow, producing both idyllic vacation spots and destructive hurricanes: A tsunami of change!



Nature also has a deep connection to indigenous and ancient wisdom. Looking at our most wicked problems, from sustainability, to community building, to ecosystem management, time after time I am struck by how humans today would have a far better, richer understanding of flux if we’d followed ancient wisdom and understood its relationships to nature and to change. Quite possibly we would have made better decisions that would have allowed us to inhabit a world in which:


• Success is measured in terms of relationships and sustainability, including our relationship with Mother Earth.

• Planning includes and prioritizes future generations, such as the Seventh Generation Principle, which states, “In our every deliberation, we must consider the impact of our decisions on the next seven generations.”148

• Fear is an emotion to hold gently, not a monster to run away from.149

• Our inner wisdom is tapped and trusted, rather than contingent upon external validation.

• The future is not to be predicted, but when you are in touch with your inner wisdom, you can excel at sensing where things may be heading.



Pause and consider your current relationship to nature and what you did (or didn’t) know about indigenous wisdom before picking up this book. Are you able to really pay attention to nature’s nuances? Had you heard about the Himba people’s extraordinary sight, or thought about how kintsugi could be applied to your life? Did you know what a potlatch is, or what the words enough and contentment actually mean?

When you spend time in nature, you learn about constant change directly from the source. Indigenous wisdom is one of humanity’s greatest treasures. Both nature and indigenous wisdom bring your Flux Superpowers alive: they help you learn to see things that were invisible to you before and to trust nature’s voice. Watch, listen, learn, and apply these insights to your own life and work. Take your Flux Mindset to the next level; write the next chapter of your new script.

But don’t be satisfied with stories,
how things have gone with others.
Unfold your own myth,
without complicated explanation,
so everyone will understand the passage,
We have opened you.

—RUMI

Second: Take Flux into your organization. Much of this book’s focus is on individual capacities, but that is just the beginning. When we adapt and apply the Superpowers to organizational culture, we find positive linkages with everything from business model structure to strategic planning, performance metrics, and diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) efforts that go beyond surface conversations to yield substantive change.

For example, ask yourself the following questions about your company or organization (or if you are not currently working, assess the first company or organization that comes to mind):


• What does a corporate strategy of “enough for all” rather than “more for some” look like? What about a strategy that can run slower and consider longer-term time horizons beyond quarterly returns?

• What happens when a company treats its customers as citizens rather than consumers?

• Practically speaking, what does a social contract that’s rooted in trust and enoughness include? What about company compensation and ownership structures?

• How does the ability to flux affect the organization’s view of what is risky and what is responsible?



I have heard, time and time again, how many organizations are not fit for constant change. Even so-called agile organizations get stuck in outdated policies, misread markets, and cause friction (or worse) within their teams. Often, leaders say they want innovation but make choices that resist it.150

There is undoubtedly another book specifically for organizational flux, plus workshops, diagnostics, and more. But there is plenty that this book can already spark, especially when it comes to Flux as a sort of organizational manifesto and a tool for team collaboration.

Whether you work in the private, public, or social sectors, whether you work for a for-profit, nonprofit, or for-benefit organization, and whether you work full-time, part-time, as an employee, as a contractor, are self-employed, or a career portfolioist: imagine what that organization would look like aligned with all eight Flux Superpowers. Imagine if your organization and all of your colleagues knew how to Run Slower, See What’s Invisible, and Start with Trust. Imagine if the entire team could Be All the More Human and encouraged you to do the same. Imagine an organizational new script fit for a world in flux.

If this sounds appealing, the starting point is simple: share this book and start having Flux conversations with your colleagues!

If you’re leading an organization, convene the entire team and explore your old scripts together. Assess your Flux Mindset Baseline (in the introductory chapter) and share your answers. See who else is interested in writing their new script. (My experience shows that relatively few people have thought about this, yet once they do, almost everyone wants to author their own.) Partner up to flux better together.

Go one step further: craft a new script for the organization that includes everyone’s voices in equal measure.

At the end of the day, any organization is only as successful (or as hampered) as its people, and change is no exception. An organization whose talent has harnessed their Flux Superpowers will be much better prepared for a future full of change than a team that’s still clinging to its old script.

You can make change. Or it can make you.

—GEORGE MACIUNAS, FOUNDER OF THE FLUXUS ART MOVEMENT

Third: Take Flux into your family. As you’ve seen, one’s relationship to change begins from the inside out. The Flux Superpowers are useful at any age, and the sooner we can develop them, the better. In an ideal world, children would be raised with a healthy relationship to change. They would groove a Flux Mindset young and have Flux Superpowers for life. In fact, I’ve lost track of how many parents have expressed to me their desire to make this happen.

Moreover, many young people—especially young adults—want a different way of living, working, and being. They see that the old script is broken, and they want a new script: a new roadmap to orient and guide their lives that is fit for today’s world. Many young adults don’t want to get on the escalator, and they’re hungry to know what else is out there. This book can help, and so can you.

Again, the starting point is simple: talk to your kids about Flux. Tell them honest stories about difficult changes in your life. Have open conversations about which kinds of change are hardest, and which Flux Superpowers would be most helpful. Depending on how old your children are, talk about what a new script could look like.

When you bring Flux into your family, you also open the door for conversations about empathy, interdependence, and privilege. What is the reality of your flux versus someone else’s? This is a wonderful way to help kids understand humanity’s interconnectedness, individually and societally.

Privilege (or lack of it) shapes your view of flux and cuts both ways. Some kinds of privilege allow you to sail through some kinds of change unscathed. Yet some kinds of privilege can also saddle you (not least, on the escalator of the old script) and make it harder to embrace change.

Privilege comes in many forms: emotional stability, financial wealth, the color of your skin, a loving family, and a safe home are all forms of privilege, and they can all trigger different responses to change. Growing up in an abusive or dysfunctional family may make it harder to trust. Never having enough may make it hard not to crave more. Paradoxically, being surrounded by privilege makes it (often much) harder to let go, even when it’s in your own (and the world’s) best interest.

It’s only when you become aware of your (and others’) privilege and can imagine a fulfilling life without it that you can fully lean into flux. A Flux Mindset demands that you look within, understand your own privilege (or lack thereof) and how it keeps you from embracing change. This may sound like a tall order, but it’s one that every person should aspire to—not least because even privilege that’s often taken for granted (such as having parents, your health, or a job) can change at a moment’s notice.

A self that goes on changing is a self that goes on living.

—VIRGINIA WOOLF

Fourth: Take Flux into the world. At the broadest level, you can become an ambassador of flux. You can be part of a Flux community—and help build that community—to rewrite our collective scripts. You can be a catalyst for new thinking about the “life cycle of flux”: for example, how does our Flux Mindset evolve as we age? You can catalyze how we talk about change too: this is the only way we’ll see true transformation at scale.

Indeed, writing this book revealed how feeble our current language is for navigating flux. Just as we struggle with constant change, we also struggle to express it. We have words like resilience and adaptability, but actually being in the vortex of flux? Not so much.

And yet it is difficult to talk about something, much less genuinely connect with others about it, without the right words to describe what “it” is. This conundrum isn’t unique to flux; it’s a common reality for topics that are awkward or stigmatized, or we’d rather avoid. It’s especially frustrating when there is an enormous amount to be learned, but we’re cut off from that information: for example, when yoga philosophy is seen as woo-woo by the business world, or when indigenous wisdom is marginalized by quants.

This is your opportunity to help break down these barriers to give voice to what matters, and to recognize just how much we have to learn from one another. We are in an ideal, and increasingly urgent, moment to develop a robust flux vocabulary: a lexicon (fluxicon?) that helps raise awareness and bring people together, which in turn can be a catalyst for the Flux Superpowers to take root.

Beyond talking about flux better, you also have the chance to level up your own “flux capacity” to forge a brighter future for all. For example, how can the Theory of Flux inform the way we craft metrics to measure the health and well-being of society? Is there a new GDP for flux? (I reckon there is.) What does it look like to build something truly transformational whose full effect will not be felt in your lifetime? This also points back to indigenous wisdom, which carries so many of the answers we seek (and so much of what we’ve always known). It is a process of rediscovery on a global scale.

It must be obvious … that there is a contradiction in wanting to be perfectly secure in a universe whose very nature is momentariness and fluidity.

—ALAN WATTS

For champions of humanity, this is an opportunity of a lifetime. As old scripts crack, and your Flux Mindset opens, your Flux Superpowers emerge: you’re able to run slower and calmer, see what’s invisible and make it visible, let go of a future no longer fit for purpose, and remain present while building what’s next.

This is learning to flux, and there is no better time to practice than now. Your new script is just around the corner.

Are you ready? Let’s go!




DISCUSSION GUIDE

Flux is intended to help individuals and organizations reshape their relationship to uncertainty and change, in order to sustain a healthy and productive outlook. Throughout the book, call-out boxes are provided to prompt self-reflection, curiosity, and conversation. Many of the callout boxes include questions and exercises designed to help you open a Flux Mindset and develop your Flux Superpowers. Below is a selection of those questions (plus a few extras!) curated to help assess your “fluxiness” and spur meaningful discussions. They can be used with your friends, colleagues, family, team members, leadership circles, mastermind groups, and even strangers. They are appropriate for individual consideration as well as one-on-one and small-group settings. Enjoy!

For even more questions, ideas, and inspiration, please head to fluxmindset.com.

Your Flux Mindset Baseline

1. What kinds of change do you love? What kinds of change do you hate?

2. What gives you meaning and purpose?

3. To whom and to what do you turn in times of uncertainty?

4. To whom and to what are you committed, no matter what?

5. Growing up, were you taught to fear change or embrace it?

6. What “makes you, you”? How much is due to accidents of birth (privilege or lack of it)?

7. What one word best describes your relationship to change today?

Run Slower

1. When something takes longer than expected, do you tend to feel agitated or to appreciate the delay?

2. In which areas of your life do you feel that you’re running too fast?

3. When did the pressure to run faster begin? Did you notice it at that time?

4. From whom or where does your “need for speed” come? Are you driving yourself to run faster, or are others driving you?

5. What are your typical coping mechanisms? Which ones have been most useful? Which ones need help?

6. If you slowed down, what do you think you’d discover?

See What’s Invisible

1. Do you tend to trust your head or your heart more?

2. When your peers tell you to turn right, do you ever want to turn left instead?

3. Can you detect invisible patterns?

4. How aware are you of the rules that govern your life? How explicit are they?

5. How has privilege (or lack of privilege) affected your script? What kind(s) of privilege?

Get Lost

1. When you take a wrong turn and end up somewhere you’ve never been before (and had no intention of going), do you typically feel frustrated, fearful, or intrigued by that new place?

2. Do you tend to see detours as hassles or adventures?

3. When you were growing up, were you encouraged to hang out with people who are like you or different from you? What were those people like? What did you learn?

4. When you are faced with uncertainty, who or what grounds you and helps you find your way?

5. To what extent do other cultures or traditions factor into your worldview? How are these scripts different from yours? How did you learn about them?

Start with Trust

1. Can the average person be trusted? Why or why not? What influences your response?

2. Are you usually quick to trust or quick to mistrust?

3. Do you trust yourself? When does your trust in yourself falter most?

4. If something can’t be measured, does it exist?

5. When you ask people to “trust you,” how does it feel?

Know Your “Enough”

1. Is more really better? Why or why not?

2. When you give someone else a gift, is that a loss or gain for you?

3. How do you define “enough” today? Do you define it differently for yourself versus other people? Why or why not?

4. How do you define your self-worth? What metrics do you use?

5. Think about someone who exemplifies “enough.” What makes you think this?

Create Your Portfolio Career

1. What would be your professional identity if you lost your job today?

2. How would you describe your greatest career aspiration? Could you draw it?

3. What’s the first thing you ask when you meet someone new (other than their name)?

4. Does the idea of changing roles every few years excite you or scare you? Why?

5. If you could be anything, what would it be?

Be All the More Human (and Serve Other Humans)

1. Do you tend to think in terms of “me” or “we”?

2. Do you maintain an appropriate balance with technology? Why or why not?

3. How would you characterize your yin-yang (im)balance today?

4. What happens to your emotions and well-being when you disconnect from technology? Can you recall the last time you went completely offline for more than a day?

5. Do you feel that you’re able to show up “fully human”? Why or why not? Is there a difference between your offline and online experiences in this regard?

Let Go of the Future

1. When you make plans, do you generally expect that they will work out?

2. Mentally, where do you spend most of your time: in the past, the present, or the future?

3. Describe something that you recently let go of. How did it feel? How did it go?

4. How does “not knowing” make you feel?

5. Have you ever scenario mapped your life? If so, how did it go? If not, would you like to? Why or why not?

Organizational Flux and Leadership

1. How would you rate your organization’s ability to flux? Are select people, teams, or departments “fluxier” than others? Why do you think that may be the case?

2. What typically happens in your organization when there is an unexpected delay or disruption?

3. Think about your leadership style. Do you expect your colleagues and partners to act quickly, to stay the course, and/or to agree with your decisions? Why or why not?

4. How do you feel when trying to meet expectations set by others? How do you feel when setting expectations for others?

5. How do you feel about sharing power with others?

And finally … What other questions does Flux raise for you?
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