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Introduction

Breaking the Mold

Behind it all is surely an idea so simple, so beautiful, so compelling that when—in a decade, a century, or a millennium—we grasp it, we will all say to each other, how could it have been otherwise?

—Physicist John Archibald Wheeler

1.

It’s safe to say nobody saw Jennie coming.

In 2005, using the ten-inch reflecting telescope at Farm Cove Observatory in Auckland, New Zealand, Jennie McCormick discovered an unknown planet in a solar system fifteen thousand light-years away. A few years later she pulled off another uncommon feat when she discovered a new asteroid, which she patriotically christened “New Zealand.” She has coauthored more than twenty papers in academic journals, including the prestigious Science. The actress Gates McFadden, who played Dr. Beverly Crusher on Star Trek: The Next Generation, sought out Jennie at a science fiction expo to request her autograph. Yet one of Jennie’s lesser known accomplishments might be her most impressive of all: she became an internationally respected astronomer without obtaining a college diploma of any kind.

In fact, she never even graduated from high school.

Jennie was raised by a single mother in the river city of Wanganui. “I never fitted in well at school,” she recalls. “I was a teenage girl with hormones, I didn’t like the way I looked, I didn’t like my shoes. I was headstrong and didn’t have a lot of parental guidance. I just wanted to get out of there.”

At the age of fifteen, she dropped out of school and took a job cleaning out horse stables. Not long after, Jennie’s mother left her. Compelled to make her way on her own, Jennie attempted to pass the high school equivalency exam. She was not successful. By the time she was twenty-one, Jennie had become a single mother herself, supporting her infant son by serving chicken combo meals at a fast-food joint. Her future, to put it mildly, looked bleak.

Then came her turning point.

One night in her midtwenties, Jennie was visiting relatives who lived on the edge of an extinct volcano caldera, far from city lights. A family member handed her a pair of binoculars and urged her to peer up at the Milky Way, saying it was a sight that could only be seen in the backcountry. “I can still see myself lying down in the wet grass and looking through the binoculars at the sky and just, Oh my God! Wow!,” Jennie recounts. “All those stars, it was just awesome. I was hooked! I knew nothing about them at all, nothing, but after that I just had to know more.”

Jennie’s stellar epiphany motivated her to learn everything she could about astronomy. Though she had little knowledge of science and few educational resources, she patiently trained herself to make precise observations with increasingly larger telescopes. In 1999, after eleven years of independent study and practice, Jennie cobbled together a domed observatory on her patio out of cast-off equipment and rusty parts. Five years after she completed her backyard “Farm Cove Observatory,” Jennie employed a sophisticated observational technique known as gravitational lensing—harnessing the gravity of intervening stars to bend and focus distant light—to behold an exoplanet with a mass three times that of Jupiter. She became the first amateur to discover a new planet since 1781, when William Herschel discovered Uranus.

Another person nobody saw coming was Alan Rouleau. Named one of the top tailors in the country by Town & Country magazine, he designs handcrafted wardrobes for corporate titans, celebrities, and professional athletes. His boutique, Alan Rouleau Couture, resides on the swankiest stretch of Newbury Street in Boston, where he serves as the VIP tailor for the Taj, the Ritz-Carlton, the Four Seasons, and the Mandarin Oriental. He has been called a “virtuoso of exclusive fabric”—Piacenza cashmere, Drago super 180s, and Loro Piana super 200s all make their way into his modish creations. Alan’s unique expertise blends mathematical precision, an exceptionally deep knowledge of the qualities of different cloth, and one of the most unappreciated aspects of bespoke tailoring—understanding each individual client on his own terms.

“You have to take into account their personality, their age, their skin tone, their career, their lifestyle—and especially their aspirations,” explains Alan. “You’ve got to recognize not just who they are, but who they want to be.” Alan’s easygoing confidence and roguish charm invites clients to open up and reveal themselves, even those accustomed to the most attentive service and possessing the most discriminating taste.

You might guess that attaining such an elite level of mastery would require a lifetime of devotion to one’s craft. And indeed, in the United States, most upscale tailors are raised in families who have been fashioning custom apparel for generations, or else are genteel imports from Europe where it’s not unusual for tailors to be apprenticed in the art from boyhood.

Alan followed neither path.

He grew up in Leominster, a hardscrabble town in central Massachusetts, as one of six children. After he graduated from high school, Alan enrolled in Southeastern Massachusetts University, an inexpensive regional college, but given the number of siblings, his parents could not afford his tuition. Alan tried to pay his way through college by taking on multiple part-time jobs, attending classes during the day, pumping gas in the evenings, and loading UPS trucks before dawn. It didn’t work out. Alan’s exhausting hours prevented him from keeping up with his schoolwork, so he took a leave of absence in the hope of earning enough money to one day return to college. He wound up working as a bartender in the mill town of Gardner, serving fifty-cent drafts to college kids and blue-collar workers. It was not a very promising foundation for professional advancement.

But what Alan lacked in resources and connections, he made up for with savvy people skills and canny business instincts. When Alan’s boss was unexpectedly forced to sell the bar where he worked, Alan seized the opportunity to purchase the business. Even though he had no assets and was only twenty years old, Alan managed to persuade a bank to loan him the money to buy the bar by arguing that his people skills would ensure his success as the new owner. Alan was right. He increased both customers and profits and eventually paid the loan off. But he didn’t stop there. He also bought the building the bar was in, then opened a real estate company. He bought a four-decker apartment building. Then he bought another building and converted it into a restaurant. He purchased another bar at a racquetball and tennis club in the nearby town of Fitchburg—then bought the entire club. By the time he was twenty-eight, Alan had parlayed a night gig intended to pay for college into a small-town business empire.

Despite his enviable success, he felt that something important was missing from his life. A few years later, Alan looked in the mirror one morning and realized, “This is not who I truly am. There is more to me than this.” In a move that shocked everyone around him, Alan sold off all his businesses and relocated to Boston, where he tried his hand at something that even those who knew him best would never have predicted: making men’s suits.

It was a radical career pivot—but one that so thoroughly filled the void inside Alan that he immersed himself completely in the art of crafting custom apparel. After two years of diligent training and practice, at the age of thirty-five, he won his first national fashion award. Many more would follow. Soon Alan Rouleau Couture was holding its own against the most established and prominent tailors in the country.

Alan’s and Jennie’s journeys break the mold for how we think about the development of talent. To become a successful astronomer, the prescribed sequence is to obtain your PhD, complete a postdoc at a respectable university, and settle into a tenure-track professorship—not drop out of school, then teach yourself astronomy in your backyard. To become a successful bespoke tailor, the conventional route is to follow a youthful passion for fashion and slowly and steadily hone your skills over many years of apprenticeship at the feet of a master—not perform a midlife swivel from an entirely unrelated profession. Jennie and Alan seemed to come out of nowhere, bursting onto the scene with their own signature version of excellence.

There is a term for those who triumph against the odds—for winners nobody saw coming.

They are called dark horses.

2.

The expression “dark horse” first entered common parlance after the publication of The Young Duke in 1831. In this British novel, the title character bets on a horse race and loses big after the race is won by an unknown “dark horse, which had never been thought of.” The phrase quickly caught on. “Dark horse” came to denote an unexpected victor who had been overlooked because she did not fit the standard notion of a champion.

Ever since the term was coined, society has enjoyed a peculiar relationship with dark horses. By definition, we ignore them until they attain their success, at which point we are entertained and inspired by tales of their unconventional ascent. Even so, we rarely feel there is much to learn from them that we might profitably apply to our own lives, since their achievements often seem to rely upon haphazard spurts of luck.

We applaud the tenacity and pluck of a dark horse like Jennie or Alan, but the very improbability of their transformation—from fast-food server to planet-hunting astronomer, from blue-collar barkeep to upscale couturier—makes their journeys seem too exceptional to emulate. Instead, when we seek a dependable formula for success, we turn to the Mozarts, Warren Buffetts, and Tiger Woodses of the world. The ones everybody saw coming.

Mozart was composing symphonies at age eight, Buffett was buying stock at eleven, and Woods was winning golf tournaments at six. Early in life, they knew where they wanted to go and put in the long hours to get there. These conventional grandmasters seem to offer a more easily reproducible strategy for success: know your destination, work hard (very, very hard), and stay the course in the face of all obstacles until you reach your goal. This “Standard Formula” is confidently touted by educators, employers, parents, and scientists as the most reliable recipe for developing individual excellence. In contrast, the convoluted trajectories of dark horses like Jennie and Alan seem like curious one-offs rather than replicable blueprints for success.

But what if we have it exactly backward?

3.

Humans have been offering each other advice about success for a very long time. Precepts for the good life—what scholars often call “success literature” but which is more popularly characterized as “self-help”—are as old as philosophy. Aristotle, Confucius, and St. Augustine all authored tip sheets for prosperity. We might imagine that most of the counsel dispensed by these ancient gurus has endured as timeless words of wisdom, but that’s not quite true. Success literature has a shelf life.

The most useful kind of advice is actionable and specific, and therefore tightly bound to the time and place where it originated. The recipe for success in third-century Polynesian society (learn to build and pilot canoes) was different from that in the thirteenth-century Mongol Empire (learn to ride and care for horses). The formula in the fifteenth-century Aztec Empire (avoid becoming a human sacrifice) was different from that in the eighteenth-century Russian Empire (avoid becoming a serf).

The general tropes of success literature are fairly consistent within any given epoch, but they frequently go through dramatic shifts whenever society transitions into a new era. One such inflection point is illustrated in the 1775 pamphlet The Way to Be Rich and Respectable: Addressed to Men of Small Fortune. Author John Trusler was writing during the final stages of England’s conversion from a feudal economy into a merchant economy. He observed that in the emerging epoch, opportunities for wealth and status were no longer limited to hereditary dukes and barons: “Men were [previously] happy to be the vassals or dependants of their Lord, and prided themselves in little but their submission and allegiance . . . but as on the increase of trade, riches increased; men began to feel new wants . . . and sighed for indulgences they never dreamed of before.” What was the formula for achieving success in this new era? Trusler suggested a strategy that at first seemed fanciful and impractical but that eventually came to define the new age: “independency.” Not the tried-and-true practice of obedient allegiance to an aristocratic patron, but the unprecedented pursuit of personal autonomy.

The epoch that you yourself were born into commenced in the early twentieth century, as Western society transitioned into a factory-based manufacturing economy. That epoch is often dubbed the Industrial Age, but it would be more apt to call it the Age of Standardization. The assembly line, mass production, organizational hierarchies, and compulsory education became commonplace, leading to the standardization of most fixtures of everyday life, including consumer products, jobs, and diplomas.

As with every epoch, the Age of Standardization spawned its own definition of success: attaining wealth and status by climbing the institutional ladder. This new conception gave rise to modern self-help books, including such perennial bestsellers as Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People (1936), Napoleon Hill’s Think and Grow Rich (1937), and Norman Vincent Peale’s The Power of Positive Thinking (1952). This upward-looking generation of success literature emphasized habits and techniques designed to help individuals ascend the organizational hierarchy. As Hill advised, “The better way is by making yourself so useful and efficient in what you are now doing that you will attract the favorable attention of those who have the power to promote you into more responsible work that is more to your liking.”

The Age of Standardization also marked the first time that self-help and mainstream science converged into the same recipe for obtaining success. As the twenty-first century rolled in, New York Times bestsellers and blue-ribbon social scientists were touting variants of the Standard Formula. For generations, the message “know your destination, work hard, and stay the course” has been impressed upon us as the most dependable stratagem for securing a prosperous life. This advice appears so unassailable that disregarding it seems perilous and foolish. Indeed, many recent books even go so far as to claim that the Standard Formula rises to the level of timeless human wisdom.

Not this book. Dark Horse is premised upon the conviction that we are entering a new epoch demanding a very different formula for success.

4.

We now inhabit a world where, with uncanny accuracy, Netflix recommends movies you might enjoy and Amazon suggests books you might like to read. It’s a world of YouTube and on-demand television, individualized Google search results and customized news feeds, Facebook and Twitter. All these unprecedented technologies share the same defining quality: they are personalized. Yet this heady eruption of personalization technology is merely the peak of a mountain of changes upheaving society and heralding the dawning of an Age of Personalization.

We are experiencing this shift to the personal in our healthcare. Physicians increasingly prescribe the cancer treatment that will work best for you, given your unique physiology, health, and DNA, instead of prescribing the generic treatment that works best on average. More and more nutritionists are providing dietary recommendations tailored to your own metabolism and health goals, instead of offering one-size-fits-all recommendations, such as the US Food and Drug Administration’s recommended daily allowances or the myriad food pyramids promoted by health organizations around the world. The growing push to monitor our individual well-being has given rise to Fitbit watches, 23andMe at-home DNA testing kits, and health apps like MyFitnessPal and Samsung Health.

We are experiencing this shift to the personal in our workplaces. Society is transitioning from an industrial economy dominated by large, stable, hierarchical organizations to an increasingly diverse and decentralized knowledge-and-service economy populated by freelancers, independent contractors, and free agents. You can no longer expect to work for the same firm your whole career; instead, most of us will switch jobs twelve or more times before we retire and will outlive most of the organizations we work for.

Even our most rigidly standardized institution—education—is experiencing the birth pangs of this pivot to the personal. Philanthropic organizations are investing billions of dollars in personalized learning programs that can be adapted to each student’s needs and abilities. The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the Chan Zuckerberg Initiative are funding the implementation of personalized education technologies in schools across the country. Even colleges are beginning to embrace personalized learning. In 2013, Southern New Hampshire University became the first university to jettison grades and credit hours and win Department of Education approval for a degree program that is 100 percent self-paced and competency-based.

These epochal changes in the way we learn, work, and live might seem to be unrelated, but they are all rooted in a single idea that animates the emerging Age of Personalization.

Individuality matters.

5.

The growing conviction that individuality matters is also transforming the way we think about success. In 2018, the nonprofit think tank Populace conducted a national survey through Luntz Global that questioned a demographically representative sample of nearly three thousand men and women about their perspectives on success. When the participants were asked what constituted society’s definition of success, the two most common responses by far were wealth and status. But when asked if they agreed with this definition, only 18 percent reported completely or mostly sharing society’s view, with 40 percent asserting that they had moved away from society’s view over the course of their life. Instead, a large majority of respondents asserted that their own personal definition of success prioritized happiness and achievement.

This discrepancy between public and private views of success manifested most clearly when participants were asked about what kind of person was considered most successful: though 74 percent declared that according to society’s definition it was “someone who is powerful,” 91 percent said that for them personally, it was “someone who is purpose-driven.” In other words, most of us tend to think that everyone else believes you must be rich and powerful to be successful, while at the same time feeling that we ourselves need personal fulfillment and a sense of self-determined accomplishment to consider ourselves successful.

But just because we now desire a new kind of success doesn’t mean we know how to get it. This rising demand for a life of personalized success has run ahead of what science can deliver because the academic study of success remains stubbornly marooned in the Age of Standardization. For nearly a century, researchers have almost exclusively investigated one-size-fits-all notions of success, persistently posing the straightforward-seeming question: “What is the best way to achieve success?”

We took a different approach.

As scientists, the two of us were brought together by our shared conviction that individuality matters. We believe that to build a great and thriving society, we must get the best out of everyone, no matter who you are or where you are starting from. All our research is fueled by the proposition that the best way to help every human being live up to their full potential is by understanding and empowering individuals. In the spirit of this credo, we asked a slightly different question: “What is the best way for you to achieve success?”

To find the answer, we turned to dark horses.

6.

We did not choose dark horses as subjects because of some kind of academic tradition of using them in success research. There is no such tradition. In fact, when we surveyed the scientific literature, we could not find any major investigations of experts who pursued unconventional pathways to success. No, the reason we decided to study dark horses was personal.

We had both struggled through life, always swimming upstream. Todd dropped out of high school at age seventeen, married his teenage girlfriend, and had two children before his twentieth birthday. He supported his family by selling chain-link fence across rural Utah. Ogi dropped out of four different colleges five different times and could not hold down a nine-to-five job, at one point supporting himself by selling used books out of the trunk of his car. We both had a long rap sheet from our transgressions during the Age of Standardization, languishing through long stretches when we tried our best to conform to the standardized institutions of work and school, yet were never able to fit in.

Maybe we only managed to claw our way to professional proficiency through dumb luck, but one thing we knew for sure was that whatever success we had scraped together was the result of breaking the rules of the game. Not out of defiance or hubris. Out of grim necessity. All of our attempts at following the Standard Formula resulted in failure.

That realization provided us with our hunch that dark horses might present a special opportunity for investigating how to achieve excellence on your own terms. If there were in fact principles for attaining mastery that could be adapted to any person—no matter who you are or where you are starting from—we thought the best place to look for them was in the lives of experts who succeeded outside the system.

That’s why we launched the Dark Horse Project.

We began interviewing experts from a wild menagerie of disciplines, including opera singers, dog trainers, hair stylists, florists, diplomats, sommeliers, carpenters, puppeteers, architects, embalmers, chess grandmasters, and midwives—not to mention astronomers and tailors. We did not try to impose any preconceived notions about self-improvement or the nature of talent on our subjects. Instead, we listened. We let each expert describe their journey to professional excellence in their own words.

It turns out that you can learn a lot by listening. We quickly discovered that many experts had done poorly in school or dropped out entirely (like Jennie McCormick). We interviewed an executive at Apple who quit an elite graduate program in computer science, a record-setting pilot who never went to college, and the owner of an international marine-mammal-training organization—who also happens to be Disney’s longest-working voiceover artist—who spent his childhood getting home-tutored by a stranger.

Other dark horses did quite well in school or business but abruptly switched their careers to something entirely different (like Alan Rouleau). We talked to a man who obtained a PhD in literature before trekking to the frozen north and returning as an expert on exotic fungi, a construction company executive who became the first vice chancellor for Oxford University in nine hundred years who didn’t come out of the academic ranks, and a woman who studied cognitive linguistics in an Ivy League graduate program until she abandoned academia to become a world-class poker wizard.

Every dark horse we interviewed followed an unorthodox route to excellence, by definition. But the question we needed to answer was this: Did Jennie and Alan and the other mold-breaking experts share anything else in common, some essential quality that explained how they achieved their improbable mastery?

7.

You might guess, as we did at the outset, that all dark horses share some defining character trait, such as an urge to buck the system. Maybe most dark horses would turn out to be mavericks with outsized personalities, like Richard Branson—rebels driven by a fierce ambition to make their mark and prove the world wrong.

That’s not what we found at all.

Instead, we discovered that the personalities of dark horses are just as diverse and unpredictable as you would find in any random sampling of human beings. Some are bold and aggressive; others are shy and deferential. Some enjoy being disruptive; others prefer being conciliatory. Dark horses are not defined by their character. Nor are they defined by a particular motive, socioeconomic background, or approach to training, study, or practice. There is a common thread that binds them all together, however, and it was hard to miss.

Dark horses are fulfilled.

8.

When we first set the Dark Horse Project in motion, fulfillment was the last thing on our minds. We were hoping to uncover specific and possibly idiosyncratic study methods, learning techniques, and rehearsal regimes that dark horses used to attain excellence. Our training made us resistant to ambiguous variables that were difficult to quantify, and personal fulfillment seemed downright foggy. But our training also taught us never to ignore the evidence, no matter how much it violated our expectations.

Many dark horses explicitly mentioned “fulfillment.” Others talked about their strong sense of “purpose.” Some described their “passion” for their work or their “sense of pride” in their achievements. A few spoke of living a “life of authenticity.” Several dark horses volunteered “this is my calling,” and one informed us in hushed and reverent tones, “I am living the dream.” No matter how they described it, every dark horse we conversed with was confident in who they were and deeply engaged with what they were doing. Simply put, their lives are meaningful and rewarding.

Like the rest of us, they struggled with getting the kids to bed and paying down the car loan, and there was invariably more they hoped to accomplish in their careers, but they woke up most mornings excited to get to work and went to bed most nights feeling good about their lives. This discovery led us to the most important revelation of all.

As we dug deeper, we realized that their sense of fulfillment was not a coincidence. It was a choice. And this all-important decision to pursue fulfillment is what ultimately defines a dark horse.

9.

The fact that dark horses were choosing to prioritize fulfillment stands in stark contrast to the way we usually think about how we come by it. We tend to believe that we are granted happiness as a consequence of mastering our vocation—that fulfillment is the payoff for attaining excellence. But how many people do you know who are excellent at their jobs, yet unhappy all the same?

One of our friends is a highly paid corporate lawyer, but she never ceases complaining about how disengaged she feels from the daily grind, bitterly voicing her wish that she had chosen a different path. Another of our friends is a physician with a thriving practice, yet he remains bored by his work, finding solace in travel and hobbies instead.

The fact that excellence is no guarantee of fulfillment should not surprise us. After all, fulfillment does not appear anywhere in the Standard Formula. Instead, institutions and scholars who earnestly trumpet the Standard Formula imply that if you know your destination, work hard, and stay the course, fulfillment will be bestowed upon you once you reach your destination. Earn your diplomas, land a good job, and happiness will ensue . . . somehow.

The Age of Standardization has enforced the dictum that if you strive for excellence, you will obtain fulfillment. Yet even though this maxim has been impressed upon us for generations, we are finally starting to abandon it en masse as we realize just how hollow its promise rings in the emerging Age of Personalization. Dark horses are helping drive this epochal transition because their lives embody an antithetical truth that flips the script. The most important headline about Jennie and Alan and the other unlikely luminaries from the Dark Horse Project is not that their pursuit of excellence led them to fulfillment.

It is that their pursuit of fulfillment led them to excellence.

10.

At first, we were puzzled. How on earth could prioritizing fulfillment consistently enable dark horses to attain excellence? But as we continued our interviews, we began to realize that the answer lay within the very reason we decided to recruit dark horses in the first place.

Their individuality.

The circumstances that provide fulfillment are different for each person, because each person’s interests, needs, and desires are different. Dark horses were not fulfilled by being excellent at something but by being deeply engaged with their own thing. Jennie McCormick is fulfilled by gazing through telescopes at distant worlds. Alan Rouleau is fulfilled by fashioning stylish apparel. Swap their jobs, though, and neither one would be very happy.

Even within a single profession, different dark horses find purpose and pride in different aspects of their work. Some architects derive pleasure from designing the biggest and most provocative buildings, others from figuring out how to minimize the environmental impact of buildings. Some athletes prefer solitary sports where winning or losing rests entirely on their own shoulders; others prefer the camaraderie and shared responsibility of team sports. There is no such thing as one-size-fits-all fulfillment.

People often believe that when it comes to earning a living, you must choose between doing what you like and doing what you must. Dark horses teach us that this is a false choice. By harnessing their individuality, dark horses attained both prowess and joy. By choosing situations that seemed to offer the best fit for their authentic self, dark horses secured the most effective circumstances for developing excellence at their craft, since engaging in fulfilling work maximizes your ability to learn, grow, and perform. Thus, dark horses provide a new definition of success suited for the Age of Personalization, one that recognizes that individuality truly matters:

Personalized success is living a life of fulfillment and excellence.

11.

For all its dazzling promise, the looming Age of Personalization can be disorienting and frightening. When confronted with such sweeping social upheaval, our instinct is often to return to the reassuring safety of the old ways, the cookie-cutter promises of the Age of Standardization. Even if the old ways don’t fit us perfectly, at least they are familiar and predictable. But following the same old formula is no longer the safe strategy. It is now a sure way to get left behind.

The world around us is changing so rapidly that it can often seem unrecognizable. Institutions, attitudes, and norms are in a state of flux, leaving people anxious and confused. But concealed inside this chaotic upheaval lies immense promise. Opportunities that not so long ago were mere wishful thinking have become possible. And what was once merely possible, dark horses have shown to be practical. And soon, as personalization spreads throughout the entire breadth of society, the merely practical will become essential.

Fortunately, you don’t need to wait for the Age of Personalization to save you. You can start advancing toward fulfillment and excellence right now. The successes of dark horses demonstrate not only how to triumph when thrust into this chaotic new world, but also how to prevail when you must buck the rigid old system that confines you still. Stereotype-shattering stars like Jennie and Alan demonstrate that personalized success does not depend on who you know, how much money you have, or what you score on the SAT. It is not reserved for those perched at the top of the ladder. By its very nature, personalized success is available to everyone.

The key to attaining fulfillment and excellence is a mindset that empowers you to fit your circumstances to your unique interests and abilities. This mindset can be rendered in plain English:

Harness your individuality in the pursuit of fulfillment to achieve excellence.

Prioritizing fulfillment is hardly a new idea. A long line of philosophers and gurus have exhorted us to chase our passion or put happiness first. But what is almost always lacking in these sermons are actionable instructions. “Follow Your Bliss” is a bumper sticker, not a road map. “Do What Feels Good” can often be a surefire prescription for feeling bad. What is really needed is a set of practical guidelines that can help you figure out what you truly want and how to attain it, given your unique circumstances. That is why we wrote this book.

Dark Horse is first and foremost a user manual for the dark horse mindset. In the chapters that follow, we share lessons from the Dark Horse Project that demonstrate how to harness your individuality to achieve fulfillment and excellence on your own terms. Our aim is not to help you become the best in the world—often a counterproductive proposition. Instead, we want to help you become the best version of yourself.

We will show you how the four elements of the dark horse mindset have been road tested by a wide array of women and men nurturing every manner of aspiration. Their journeys reveal a counterintuitive approach to success that has been hidden in plain sight. As you may have guessed by now, these dark horses are not the kind of celebrity superstars who usually adorn the pages of books about success. You will not find Steven Spielberg or Serena Williams or Steve Jobs deconstructed in the chapters ahead. Instead, you will meet Spielberg’s assistant director, an Olympic shot-putter, and one of Steve Jobs’s first hires, along with a White House political operative turned professional closet organizer, a management consultant who quit her lucrative job to start a supper club, and a US Marine who built one of the nation’s most successful dog-training companies.

The Dark Horse Project reveals that we can learn as much from their stories as we can from those of their more celebrated counterparts—often much more. Their overlooked triumphs illustrate how personalized success is truly achievable by everyone, not just the privileged or the elite. They demonstrate that the pursuit of fulfillment does not resign you to a vow of poverty or a life of hardship.

It maximizes your chances for living your very best life.

Whether you feel trapped in a dead-end job or are taking the first steps on your journey, whether you think you already know your true calling or feel directionless and adrift, the dark horse mindset can guide you to a life of passion, purpose, and achievement.




Chapter 1

The Standardization Covenant

Men in control of vast organisations have tended to be too abstract in their outlook, to forget what actual human beings are like, and to try to fit men to systems rather than systems to men.

—Bertrand Russell

1.

Ingrid Carozzi is one of the most acclaimed floral artists in New York City. She crafts sumptuous, one-of-a-kind arrangements for high-society weddings, the Burberry flagship store, and the royal court of Sweden. Some might call Ingrid a late bloomer, though. For most of her life, nobody expected her to achieve such success—least of all Ingrid.

When she was in her midthirties, Ingrid was working as a low-level associate for a Manhattan public relations firm, the latest in a string of jobs that did not particularly suit her. She had previously served stints as an airline attendant, an English teacher, a croupier, and a waitress. She had started out as a social anthropology major before drifting in and out of five different college programs. Despite her earnest career gyrations, professional success eluded Ingrid.

More than one person voiced the opinion that Ingrid’s problem was a lack of discipline. If she wanted to make something of herself, they advised, she needed to pick one thing and work hard at it. But Ingrid always worked hard. By the time she took the public relations gig, she had come to believe that the real problem was something other than a simple question of industriousness. That in some elementary way she could not find her place in the world. “I was always trying to stick to the straight path, because I thought that’s how you learned where you were supposed to fit in,” Ingrid says. “But whenever I took the straight path, things never seemed to work out.”

Most dark horses confided feelings similar to Ingrid’s. Such confessions did not come easy. Nobody wants to talk about dropping out of college. Nobody wants to talk about getting fired or trudging through jobs they hate. Nobody wants to own up to feeling inadequate or inconsequential. When it comes right down to it, nobody ever wants to admit feeling out of place in their own life. And yet, most dark horses went through at least one mirthless period when they felt exactly that.

John Couch, for one, gained admission to the University of California, Berkeley’s highly selective PhD program in computer science but soon felt his instructors’ mathematical and abstract approach to programming was at odds with his own creative, human-focused impulses. John felt so out of place that he decided to abandon his graduate studies altogether.

Another example is Doug Hoerr. For ten years, he had been working for his relatives’ landscaping company in Peoria, Illinois, designing and building suburban gardens, lamppost plantings, and residential patios. Though he enjoyed the planning of projects and always looked forward to working outside with his hands, Doug felt limited by the constraints of his job. Instead of obeying the standard blueprints of conventional landscape design, he yearned to use plants in new and inventive ways—to convert horticulture into a living palette that could express his own creative vision. Realizing he needed to make a change, Doug abruptly quit his job, sold almost everything he owned, and ventured overseas.

Time and again, we encountered a common theme in the journeys of dark horses: a period when they did not fit into their lives—when they felt like a round peg in a square hole. Some were stuck in tedious jobs that required little in the way of acumen. Others developed enviable expertise in a field they believed they should be mastering because it was respectable, stable, or lucrative, yet they felt little satisfaction. Despite feeling bored or frustrated, underutilized or overwhelmed, most dark horses reluctantly plodded along for years before finally coming to the realization that they were not living a fulfilling life.

Then came the turning point.

As Ingrid puts it, “I didn’t feel pride in myself until I embraced the winding path.”

2.

For Jennie McCormick, the turning point was lying in the wet grass gazing up at a celestial curtain of light and vowing to fathom the whirling mystery of the stars. For Alan Rouleau it was disposing of his small-town enterprise and venturing to the big city.

Before arriving at their crossroads, dark horses tried to adhere to the track laid out for them by society, often unthinkingly. Afterward, their decisions were motivated by a new premise. They made their choices based on what seemed most likely to lead them to fulfillment.

Thus, fulfillment manifested in our conversations with dark horses in two key ways. First, as a self-reported description of their state of mind. They told us they “loved their life.” Second, and more revealing, fulfillment consistently burst forth as a distinctive narrative element.

When we probed critical junctures in dark horses’ progression toward excellence, instead of focusing on training techniques or the acquisition of new skills, they described choosing opportunities that fit their truest self. Even in the face of all the mundane struggles of everyday life, such as bills, babies, family tragedies, and economic downturns, they strived for authenticity. For a sense that their individuality mattered.

Dark horses frequently encounter forks in the road that prompt them to forsake the straight path for a winding path. But that invites the question: What, exactly, is provoking these turning points?

3.

You might suspect that the agent provocateur is different for each dark horse. Strictly speaking, that’s true. Fulfillment is always personal. But if personal fulfillment varies from dark horse to dark horse, this fact alone provides a clue about the type of agent that could repeatedly incite dark horses to believe they need to change the direction of their life: it must be a pervasive social force that suppresses individuality. For her part, Ingrid knew exactly where to cast the blame: “The biggest reason I felt like I never fit in was the Law of Jante.”

In Scandinavia, where Ingrid grew up, the Law of Jante is a set of deeply rooted cultural beliefs concerning the relationship between individuality and success. As Ingrid explains, “According to the Law of Jante, everybody is supposed to be treated the same, everybody is supposed to act the same, you are not supposed to think that you’re special in any way, and you’re definitely not supposed to just go off and do your own thing.”

Around here, there is a more familiar term for this mindset. Standardization.

4.

By the 1890s, the E. R. Squibb Company of Brooklyn had become the leading manufacturer of ether, mineral salt laxatives, and disinfectant toothpaste in the United States and enjoyed a large share of the market for quinine, opium, and chloroform. The company’s unprecedented commercial success marked the birth of American Big Pharma, an achievement entirely attributable to its founder’s uncompromising commitment to standardization.

Dr. Edward Robinson Squibb originally worked as a physician for the US Navy, where he was tasked with evaluating the quality of medications the navy procured. Squibb quickly discovered that the purity of virtually every drug not only varied from supplier to supplier, it often varied from batch to batch—and sometimes from bottle to bottle. Fed up, Squibb decided he would build a company whose guiding mission would be to manufacture drugs that were meticulously identical. The long-abiding motto of the E. R. Squibb Company was “Reliability. Uniformity. Purity. Efficacy.”

Its unshakable dedication to standardization propelled the organization all the way forward into the twenty-first century, where it endures today as Bristol-Myers Squibb. At the dawn of the Age of Standardization, many other American corporations also became modern titans of industry by standardizing their products, including Exxon (originally Standard Oil, the first company to standardize kerosene), Kellogg’s (originally Battle Creek Toasted Flakes Company, the first company to standardize breakfast cereal), and the Ford Motor Company (“Any customer can have a car painted any color that he wants so long as it is black”).

The goal of all standardization is to maximize the efficiency of a system of production. The prime mechanism by which standardization accomplishes this is through the elimination of individual variation. Standardization establishes fixed processes that convert fixed inputs into identical outputs, without deviation or fluctuation.

In other words, the standardization mindset is committed to the principle that individuality is a problem.

5.

It certainly made good sense to apply the standardization mindset to the manufacture of products. If you have a headache, you want every pill in a bottle of aspirin to be the same as every other. If you are driving across the country, you want a gallon of gas to be the same whether you buy it in Maryland or Missouri. And even though we might want our car customized to suit our personal taste, Henry Ford’s standardization of automobiles underscored the greatest consumer benefit from standardized products: lower costs. In Ford’s era, the choice for most Americans was not between a standardized car and a customized car—it was between being able to afford an inexpensive black-painted Model T or having no car at all.

In fairness, if you are standardizing a system of production, then individuality truly is a problem. It’s a problem for reliability, uniformity, purity, and efficacy, which means it’s a problem for productivity. That’s why individuality was systematically eliminated from industry at the dawn of the Age of Standardization.

If we had limited ourselves to standardizing products, there might not have been any need for the book in your hands. But our collective notion of success—and our individual ability to attain it—was utterly transformed once we decided to standardize human beings the same way we standardize aspirin.

There was nothing sinister about this development. It was merely the natural extension into the workplace of an extraordinarily successful manufacturing philosophy. In the old nineteenth-century system of custom craftsmanship that was eventually supplanted by standardization, a company’s workplace was frequently reorganized to suit the sensibilities of each new crop of laborers. But the “father of standardization,” American industrialist Frederick Taylor, realized that in a system of factory production where machines were expensive and heavy but humans were cheap and malleable, it was more efficient to arrange the workers around the machines than to arrange the machines around the workers.

Thus, the first unfortunate souls to get standardized were the factory workers. They were assigned new roles that were fixed and unvarying, requiring little or no independent thought. Tighten that screw. Tote that bale. Cut that wire. By the time Charlie Chaplin wrote and directed the 1936 movie Modern Times, depicting his Little Tramp character haplessly battling a world of mechanized factories, almost every American worker had been transmuted into a cog in the great supermachine of industrial efficiency.

Ray Kroc, one of standardization’s most devoted acolytes and the founder of a franchise that continues to manufacture billions of identical Big Macs each year, justified this conversion of human beings into widgets by appealing to the wisdom of the standardization mindset: “We have found out as you have that we cannot trust some people who are nonconformists. We will make conformists out of them in a hurry. . . . You can’t give them an inch. The organization cannot trust the individual; the individual must trust the organization.”

6.

In this spirit, the early standardizers of the workplace devised a new form of business organization composed of a rigid hierarchy of two classes of employees. On the bottom were the workers, whose obedient duty (according to Frederick Taylor) was “to obey the orders we give them, do what we say, and do it quick.” On the top were the managers, who told the workers what to do and henceforth were granted full authority to make all decisions within an organization.

That sounds like a sweet deal for the managers. But even though they annexed most of the workers’ previous power and autonomy, the
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