




Dedication

Traction is progress.

Help others get to where they’re going.

Big problems require small solutions.

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

Change creates tension.

Better is possible.
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Introduction

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Perhaps you can’t see it (yet).



Most books on strategy are for corporate MBAs or West Point generals.
This is for you. For someone who wants to make things better.
My narrative is recursive and elliptical, circling back on itself as it seeks to help you see how

time, games, systems, and empathy dance together to make our world. And once you see it, you
can’t unsee it.

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

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

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

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

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

Thanks for doing the work.



How to Use This Book: Find the others and ask the questions
I’ve workshopped the ideas in this book with people around the world, and we’ve discovered two
simple ways to transform your relationship with strategy.

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

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

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

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



1. Strategy is a Philosophy of Becoming

Who will we become,
who will we be of service to,
and who will they help others to become
This is strategy.

A strategy isn’t a map—it’s a compass. Strategy is a better plan.
It’s the hard work of choosing what to do today to make tomorrow better.
This is the point. This is at the heart of our work and the challenge of our days.
Toward better.



2. Four Threads, Woven Together

Time, games, empathy and systems. They’re everywhere we look, and easy to ignore.
Each supports and is supported by the other three. Throughout this project, we’ll be shifting

from one to the other, building up to a fuller, actionable understanding of how strategy works.
Time, because strategy plays out over time in the way a garden grows.
Games, because there are multiple players and different possible outcomes. Trees compete

for light and only one grows to be the tallest, but all of them are part of the forest.
Empathy, because people don’t see what you see or even want what you want. Plant your

seeds in places where the conditions are right.
And Systems, because whenever we work together, a system is created. And that system

often lasts far longer than we expect. The swamp isn’t the same as the plains, but each is a
complex web of interactions.

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



3. What Do People Want?

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

•  Affiliation
•  Status
•  Freedom from fear
(We can probably add joy, wonder, thrills, satisfaction and other internal narratives, but for

now let’s focus on these three.)
Affiliation is community. Fitting in. Being liked. Affiliation is wearing the right fashion,

using the correct salad fork and knowing the words to the song around the campfire.
Status is always relative. Who eats lunch first? Who’s up and who’s down?
And freedom from fear is an internal construct. Fear can be used as fuel, but it’s more likely

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

structure.
If you want to understand why someone makes a choice, look for what people actually want,

not only the proxies and substitutes they say they want.



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

“You can pick anyone. I’m anyone.”
Hustle for attention. Do a very good job. Play it safe and follow the leader.
This is a non-strategy. The non-strategy of doing what we were told, of fitting in and settling.

This is the non-strategy that comes from not thinking about strategy.
The number on the car’s speedometer isn’t always an indication of how fast you’re getting to

where you’re going.
You might, after all, be driving in circles, really quickly.
We can do better.
I can’t tell you what your strategy should be, but I know that you need one.



5. Awaiting Instructions

“What happens next?” is a different question from, “What will I do now?”
The easy out is to simply react to events and follow the checklist. Our freedom and agency

demand we take a different path, though. Our work begins by finding a strategy and creating a
different future.

There are choices to be made.
Stay put or move to another town… Stick around the firm to make partner or start your own

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

Too many choices, too many options.
Confronted with so much choice, it’s tempting to just do your job. To pretend that it’s up to

someone else, and to put your head down and follow instructions.
Don’t surrender your agency and revert to the numbing day-to-day grind of compliance. You

can make things better.


