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Introduction
A Game Plan for Game Changers




Problems cannot be solved at the same level of awareness that created them.

—ALBERT EINSTEIN

If all you ever do is all you’ve ever done, then all you’ll ever get is all you ever got.

—UNKNOWN TEXAS GENIUS

THIS BOOK IS MEANT AS a guide for leaders in all walks of life who aspire to fix what’s wrong with their organizations, to launch new initiatives with the best chance to succeed, and to rethink the logic of leadership itself as they work to rally their colleagues around an agenda for renewal. In other words, it is a manifesto for change and a manual for achieving it—at a moment when change is the name of the game.

Full disclosure: A few years ago, when I first had the idea for Practically Radical, I had no inkling that America and the global economy were about to experience the worst dislocation since the Great Depression. And, truth be told, my mind-set in the early stages of this work, as stock markets slid and panic spread, was a self-centered mix of doubt and despair: How could I develop a game plan for game changers when everything was changing right before my eyes—and in the wrong direction? How could I provide a set of insights and answers to help leaders transform their organizations when many of the economy’s leading organizations seemed to be on the brink of disaster—and almost everything about leadership seemed to be open to question? How could I produce a work of energy and optimism when the spirit of the times was marked by fear, confusion, and division?

Then something eye-opening happened. I put aside my anxieties, set aside the grim headlines, and immersed myself in the struggles and triumphs of more than twenty-five organizations that are achieving dramatic results under some of the most trying conditions imaginable. Like most business thinkers, I read widely about the ever-changing dynamics of competition, work, and success: media accounts, scholarly articles, books, blogs, business-school cases. But the way I truly change my mind about business and organizational life is to see it for myself, up close and personal: to spend time with executives and frontline employees; walk the halls of their companies and factories; visit labs, warehouses, and stores; sit in on closed-door meetings; and hang out in training sessions. I learn the most when I encounter organizations whose strategy, culture, and day-to-day ways of working are the least like what passes for established thinking and conventional wisdom.

The more places I visited, and the closer I looked, the more convinced I became that turbulent times were precisely the right time to explore the hard work of making big change. I was privy to the strategies and tactics of a diverse collection of business innovators in a wide variety of fields: a high-profile Internet company that reinvented customer service for the digital age and invented an iconic brand in the process; a ninety-five-year-old hospital company, based in one of America’s most distressed cities, that has redesigned how a hospital works and what patients experience; the irrepressible billionaire who rescued the Swiss watch industry from near oblivion and transformed it into a global juggernaut; an upstart Brazilian retailer that figured out how to deliver rich shopping experiences to the country’s poorest shoppers and used its unique business model to hold its own against bigger rivals; a health-care company that recovered from near bankruptcy to thrive in a punishing field by unleashing an energetic and highly engaged workforce whose enthusiasm has to be seen to be believed.

I also made it a point to search beyond the traditional boundaries of business, to explore the hard work of making big change in areas where organizations play for high stakes, but where success is not defined by profit and loss. So I studied the strategies and tactics of a diverse collection of governmental, social, even cultural innovators in a wide variety of fields: the leader of one of the world’s most famous crime-fighting organizations, who has visited 125 countries in a crusade to transform how police respond to the most dangerous threats of the twenty-first century; the chief of one of the oldest police departments in the United States, who has remade a force that was once notorious for corruption and cronyism into a model of excellence and innovation; a world-class chamber orchestra that dazzles audiences around the world with its daring and precise live performances, despite the fact that it plays without the ultimate symbol of leadership in the classical-music world, the all-powerful conductor; the CEO of one of the most iconic and ubiquitous membership organizations in the United States, who has led a truly all-American case study in how to make a nearly one-hundred-year-old brand meaningful and relevant again.

These innovators were not paralyzed by the degree of difficulty associated with their agenda for renewal. In fact, they were energized by it. They were making big things happen in new ways—unleashing improvements and driving transformations that will shape the fortunes of their organizations and the future of their fields for years to come. They were mastering a set of challenges that define the work of leaders in every field—challenges that the global economic crisis and its aftermath make more urgent than ever.

Paul Romer, the influential economist, is celebrated within the profession for his vital (albeit highly technical) contributions to our understanding of the relationship between new ideas, technological change, and growth. To us civilians, though, he may be best known for a passing quip that he made to New York Times columnist Thomas L. Friedman, a one-liner that has become the mantra of the moment from the White House to Silicon Valley: “A crisis,” Romer famously said, “is a terrible thing to waste.”1

We are all struggling to make sense of the fallout from a once-in-a-lifetime crisis that promises to shape the economy and the business culture for years to come, to learn lessons that will guide us as we recover and rebuild. My worry is that too many leaders will learn the wrong lessons, that they will become conservative and risk averse, that they will resist deep-seated change rather than embrace it as the only way to emerge from the depths of their (and our) despair. That would be a huge mistake—and a terrible way to let a crisis go to waste.

In Reset, a meltdown-inspired treatise that argues for a sweeping reevaluation of American politics, culture, and society, novelist and radio host Kurt Andersen offers a reform agenda for business as well. It is urgent, he says, for executives to question their priorities and retool their strategies. At the same time, “We must not start behaving now like overcautious, unambitious scaredy-cats,” he warns. “We cannot just hunker down, cross our fingers, hysterically pinch our pennies, wait for the crisis to pass, and expect to go back to business as usual. ... This is the end of the world as we’ve known it. But it isn’t the end of the world.” It is, in fact, “the moment for businesspeople to think different and think big.”2

I like how Andersen thinks. To be sure, at some level, corporate conservatism—cut costs first, worry about the costs of those cuts later—is a natural reaction to decades of creativity run amok. Who are the geniuses who invented subprime loans and collateralized debt obligations, and can’t we exile them to Elba for the next ten years? (Seems fair; Napoleon stayed for only three hundred days.) Weren’t we all better off before the creation of the vast worldwide market in derivatives, the impossible-to-understand financial contracts that were at the root of so much of what went wrong in the capital markets? Shouldn’t we concede, once and for all, that our fascination with “disruptive” technologies and “breakthrough” business models has done more harm than good?

Novelist Kurt Andersen puts it well: This is “the moment for businesspeople to think different and think big.”

Leave it to Warren Buffett, one of the world’s richest men, to offer a thoughtful perspective that’s worth its weight in gold. In a memorable, hour-long PBS interview with Charlie Rose, Buffett gave a master class in how the world got into this economic mess and what we can learn from it.

At one point, Rose asked the question that scholars, pundits, and plaintiff’s attorneys will be debating for years: “Should wise people have known better?” Of course they should have, Buffett replied, but there’s a “natural progression” to how good new ideas go badly wrong. He called this progression the “three Is.” First come the innovators, who see opportunities that others don’t and champion new ideas that create genuine value. Then come the imitators, who copy what the innovators have done. Sometimes they improve on the original idea; often they tarnish it. Last come the idiots, whose avarice undermines the very innovations they are trying to exploit.

The problem, in other words, isn’t with innovation itself—it’s with the imitation and idiocy that follow. “People don’t get smarter about things as basic as greed,” Warren Buffett warned Charlie Rose. He’s right. But there’s no reason we can’t be reasonably intelligent about what we learn from the idiocy of the last decade and how we move beyond it.3

On this score, the past is an illuminating guide to the future. What history shows is that economic trauma and its lingering aftershocks are as much about psychology as about GNP, as much about withering confidence as about shriveling demand. As leaders, we have no control over how fast markets grow or how wisely Wall Street gambles with other people’s money. But we do control our own mind-sets and “animal spirits”—the memorable phrase coined by a thinker even more influential than Paul Romer or Warren Buffett.

Here’s how John Maynard Keynes, in the depths of the Great Depression, explained what he meant: “A large proportion of our positive activities depend on spontaneous optimism rather than mathematical expectations, whether moral or hedonistic or economic. Most, probably, of our decisions to do something positive ... can only be taken as the result of animal spirits—a spontaneous urge to action rather than inaction, and not as the outcome of a weighted average of quantitative benefits multiplied by quantitative probabilities.”

In 2009, in the middle of the worst economic conditions since when Keynes wrote, two highly regarded economists published a book about “how human psychology drives the economy, and why it matters for global capitalism.” In a nod to the master, Professors George A. Akerlof and Robert J. Shiller called their book Animal Spirits and restated and updated Keynes’s forgotten message from the 1930s. “To understand how economies work and how we can manage them and prosper,” they write, “we must pay attention to the thought patterns that animate people’s ideas and feelings, their animal spirits. We will never really understand important economic events unless we confront the fact that their causes are largely mental in nature.”4

Modern economists like Akerlof and Shiller have begun to turn to behavioral analysis to explain why markets, technologies, and industries first overshoot and then tumble to earth. But the ideas that explain why certain fields fly too high during boom times also explain why so many executives shoot so low during tougher times. If all you’ve got is a spreadsheet filled with red ink and dire forecasts, it’s easy to be paralyzed by fear and resistant to change. But if you’ve got some leadership nerve, if you can summon the “animal spirits” of which Keynes and his modern disciples write, then hard times can be a great time to separate yourself from the pack and build advantages for years to come.

In part this is a matter of faith—in Keynes’s words, “a spontaneous urge to action rather than inaction.” But it’s also a matter of record. The Great Depression itself was a springboard to a number of enduring product and business innovations that delivered great rewards to those with the courage to unleash them. For example, in a well-researched essay titled “Design Loves a Depression,” Michael Cannell chronicled how the dark days of the 1930s became a golden age of design. For the best designers, the uniquely difficult circumstances were a spur to unprecedented creativity. They used new materials, new forms, and new styles to create products and looks that were relevant to a new era and culture.5

If all you’ve got is a spreadsheet filled with red ink, it’s easy to be paralyzed by fear. But if you can summon some leadership nerve, then hard times can be a great time to separate yourself and build advantages for years to come.

A case in point: designer Russel Wright, who, according to Cannell, “acted as the Depression’s Martha Stewart,” creating cheap and beautiful furniture that addressed a more frugal and informal consumer sensibility. His American Modern dinnerware still ranks as the bestselling dinnerware in U.S. history, and his signature, on the bottom of his mass-produced creations, was the first time a designer’s name came to be a recognized brand in the mass market—a precursor of sorts to Martha Stewart and Ralph Lauren. Wright’s official biography describes his legacy this way: “Russel Wright revolutionized the American home and the way people lived there. His inexpensive, mass produced dinnerware, furniture, appliances, and textiles were not only visually and technically innovative, but were also the tools to achieve his concept of ‘easier living,’ a unique American lifestyle that was gracious yet contemporary and informal.”6

Cannell also highlights the legendary husband-and-wife team of Charles and Ray Eames (Ray’s full name was Ray-Bernice Alexandra Kaiser Eames), who, “in the scarcity of the 1940s,” produced “furniture and other products of enduring appeal from cheap materials like plastic, resin, and plywood.” During an era of limited resources and unlimited anxiety, the creativity of Charles and Ray Eames, in the words of the Library of Congress, “gave shape to America’s twentieth century. Their lives and work represented the nation’s defining social movements: the West Coast’s coming-of-age, the economy’s shift from making goods to producing information, and the global expansion of American culture. The Eameses embraced the era’s visionary concept of modern design as an agent of social change, elevating it to a national agenda.”7

Cannell’s ultimate conclusion: “Design tends to thrive in hard times.” And it’s not just design. A fascinating white paper by Bradley Johnson, director of data analytics with Advertising Age, makes the connection between dark times and bright opportunities in so many fields. Johnson looked at the lowest point of the Great Depression (August 1929–March 1933), the Great Stagflation of 1973–1975, and the Carter/Reagan recession of 1980–1982. What’s remarkable about these three periods of economic trauma, he reminds us, is that the problems they posed inspired creative responses that reshaped markets for decades to come.8

One representative example from the Depression: General Motors had to figure out how to maintain its upscale Buick brand in a sinking economy. The solution? Persuade consumers to buy a used Buick rather than a cheaper new car—a way to keep struggling dealers afloat and hold back the encroachment of rival brands. It was a daring idea at the time, and it reshaped dealer economics and marketing priorities. (If only GM’s modern-day leaders could have summoned such creativity amid crisis.)

Johnson also reminds us that it was the upheaval in the airline business during the early 1980s—a frightening combination of severe recession and industry deregulation—that inspired American Airlines to introduce the exotic concept of the “frequent-flyer” program in May 1981. Sure, it was a creative short-term move to promote brand loyalty. But it forever changed the dynamics of competition in the airline business.

There are so many other examples of the power of “animal spirits” in a dispirited and uncertain environment. Henry Luce launched the lavish and superexpensive ($10 per year!) Fortune magazine in February 1930, just months after the Crash of ’29. It was a counterintuitive move that became an immediate success—and went on to become a publishing icon. Luce’s successors at Time Inc. launched the intentionally escapist People magazine in March 1974, into the teeth of the worst media recession since the Great Depression. It too was a hit—and remains a leading magazine as measured by ad pages and total revenues.

Or consider this reminder from Johnson: “A deep recession can be a perfectly good time to launch an innovative company, putting the startup in a position to move when the economy recovers. Frederick Smith launched Federal Express in 1973 even as jet fuel prices were rocketing. Re/Max, now a major force in residential real estate, began in 1973, just as the housing market was entering a severe downturn. ... Bill Gates and Paul Allen started Microsoft Corp. in [the recession of] 1975.”

I don’t mean to minimize the risks, pressures, and potential setbacks that are a necessary part of unleashing big change in tough times. In a wonderful New Yorker column, James Surowiecki, much like Bradley Johnson, chronicled bold strategic moves that repositioned companies and redefined industries during periods of turmoil. He compared how Post and Kellogg, two giants in the packaged-cereal industry, responded to the Great Depression. Post, he wrote—“did the predictable thing” when it “reined in expenses and cut back on advertising.” Kellogg, on the other hand, “doubled its ad budget, moved aggressively into radio advertising, and heavily pushed its new cereal, Rice Krispies.” As a result, Kellogg leaped ahead of its rival and became (and remains) the industry’s dominant player.

It’s also worth remembering that Texas Instruments introduced the revolutionary transistor radio during a recession in 1954, and that Apple launched the iPod six weeks after the September 11 terrorist attacks—hardly the best time to start a pop-culture phenomenon. All told, Surowiecki argues, periods of economic turmoil “create more opportunities for challengers, not less. ... That may be why during the 1990–91 recession, according to a Bain & Company study, twice as many companies leaped from the bottom of their industries to the top as did so in the years before and after.”

So why, he wonders, given all the evidence of the chance to gain ground during periods of economic upheaval, “are companies so quick to cut back when trouble hits?” One answer, he speculates, involves a distinction about risk made by two business professors nearly twenty-five years ago. In a paper published by the Journal of Marketing, Peter Dickson and Joseph Giglierano argue that executives and entrepreneurs face two very different sorts of risks. One is that their organization will make a bold move that fails—a risk they call “sinking the boat.” The other is that their organization will fail to make a bold move that would have succeeded—a risk they call “missing the boat.” Naturally, most executives worry more about sinking the boat than missing the boat, which is why so many organizations, even in flush times, are so cautious and conservative. To me, though, the opportunity for executives and entrepreneurs is to recognize the power of rocking the boat—searching for big ideas and small wrinkles, inside and outside the organization, that help you make waves and change course.9

That’s the call to action that animates all of the arguments, advice, and case studies in this book: don’t use the long shadow of economic crisis and slow recovery as an excuse to downsize your dreams or stop taking chances. The challenge for leaders in every field is to emerge from turbulent times with closer connections to their customers, with more energy and creativity from their people, and with greater distance between them and their rivals. The organizations that opened my eyes and captured my imagination did so because they offered a compelling alternative to a demoralizing status quo—as the only way to create a compelling future for themselves.

It is for these leaders, and for those who aim to match their commitment to unleashing big change in tough times, that I have written Practically Radical. I’m convinced that more and more executives, deep down, are beginning to appreciate that caution and conservatism—doing more of the same, but with less confidence and conviction—is a formula for disaster, not a source of stability or shelter from the economic storm. For these aspiring game changers, the book explores radical shifts that represent a direct challenge to convention and a break with the status quo. At the same time, most leaders are realists of the first order. They may get energized by new ideas, but they recognize the limitations within their companies, among their colleagues, even inside themselves, to bring these new ideas to life. In that spirit, the book offers next steps and ready-to-go techniques—practical steps they can apply right away.

The challenge for leaders in every field is to emerge from turbulent times with closer connections to their customers, with more energy and creativity from their people, and with greater distance between them and their rivals.

These radical shifts and practical steps are meant to apply to readers in their varied roles—as change agents, builders, and individuals determined to take charge of their own success and legacy. Some leaders are responsible for the hard work of driving improvements within established organizations. Others are charged with launching something new—a start-up, a new business unit within an existing enterprise. All leaders worry about themselves as individuals: How can they handle the stress, demands, and pressures to both embrace the new and deliver day-to-day results?

That’s why Practically Radical is built around three distinct (but related) modules: transforming your company, shaking up your industry, and challenging yourself. These are the defining issues for leaders today. So feel free to treat the material as if it were three books in one. If big-company change is your first order of business, then begin with the material in Chapters 1 through 3 and move ahead from there. But if the challenges of launching something new (inside an established organization or with a blank-sheet-of-paper start-up) are what keep you up at night, then begin with the material in Chapters 4 through 6 and move around at your discretion. (My guess is that nearly all readers will turn at some point to the material on “Challenging Yourself” that begins with Chapter 7.) In the spirit of maximum utility, each of the three modules ends with a hands-on section called Radically Practical. The book ends with a Practically Radical Primer, ten make-or-break questions that every aspiring game changer must ask of themselves and their colleagues.

The focus and format of the book reflect my desire to be as relevant as possible to as wide a range of leaders as possible—and to be as realistic as possible given the gravity of the challenges we face. My aim is to equip leaders with both provocative ideas and useful practices, a blend of thought and action that supports progress in the real world. That means writing a book steeped in the real world—telling stories that take readers deep inside a variety of organizations working on problems we all can recognize, teasing out lessons from those stories that we all can put to work in our organizations. I can’t offer simple answers, quick fixes, or other comforting bromides that make positive change seem easier to achieve than it really is. What I can offer is a set of ideas, a collection of case studies, and a group of questions to help you do the hard work of making a real difference in your company, in your industry, and with your colleagues.

Samuel Johnson, the eighteenth-century poet, essayist, and all-around man of letters, famously warned that second marriages represent “the triumph of hope over experience.” My hope is that the turmoil of the early twenty-first century will give leaders a second chance to think more deeply about their organizations—and that the experiences of the leaders I’ve studied will help other leaders triumph as they pursue the radical shifts and take the practical steps that fuel progress and growth.








Part I




TRANSFORMING YOUR COMPANY








Chapter 1
What You See Shapes How You Change— The Virtues of Vuja Dé




Crime is for the most part not about strangers. Most crime is intimate and personal. A lot of criminals rarely travel outside their neighborhood; they certainly don’t travel outside their city. That’s why so much crime goes unreported. You call who you know—and people don’t know the police. Over two generations, we have moved from the “cop on the beat” to anonymous blue soldiers. We are strangers in your midst. That’s why we have to wear a number on our badge and a name on our chest. That’s been the model of policing, and that’s what we are changing.

—COLONEL DEAN ESSERMAN, CHIEF OF POLICE, PROVIDENCE, RHODE ISLAND

IT’S 8:30 A.M. ON a Tuesday in downtown Providence, and the only thing colder than the January air is the chill in the economy. On this frosty morning, America’s most compact state can lay claim to a wide range of problems: the country’s second-highest rate of unemployment, the lowest high school graduation rate in the Northeast, a sky-high rate of mortgage foreclosures, and a reputation for corruption that rates among the most notorious anywhere. Who says good things come in small packages? When two reporters from the New York Times took a hard look at the “oversize problems” facing Little Rhody, many of the experts and officials they talked to worried that the state and its capital city were trapped in “parochialism, insecurity and outdated traditions that block change at every turn.”1

Yet despite the winter temperatures and frigid social conditions, the atmosphere inside the Providence Public Safety Complex is white hot. A third-floor conference room is bustling with people, some in crisply pressed uniforms, some in expensive suits, some in jeans and T-shirts. There’s small talk and laughter, handshakes and pats on the back, colleagues catching up and busting chops. Once the session comes to order, though, the chatter stops and the intensity level rises. This is one of Chief of Police Dean Esserman’s first weekly command meetings of the New Year, and everyone recognizes that the eroding climate in both the state and its largest city has created the perfect conditions for challenges to law and order. It’s up to the people in this room to demonstrate, no matter the conditions, that crime does not pay.

Computer-generated data, neighborhood maps, and photos of suspects get displayed on a big screen. There’s a rapid-fire, district-by-district review of new incidents, open cases, and worrisome trends, from nightclubs that seem to be on the edge of chaos to troublemakers from out of town. There is a special focus on guns and gangs, twin plagues of a city like Providence. In minutes, it becomes clear that escalating beefs between two gangs on the city’s South Side—C-Block (for Congress Avenue) and M.O.P. (for “Members of Pine”)—are creating big problems. When talk turns to a recent gunshot victim, and officers around the table inquire about his affiliation, Esserman himself weighs in: “I rolled on this. He seems like a decent kid. He lives with his mother. They shot him just because he was there.”

That makes a bad situation worse—innocent victims are getting caught up in the cross fire, as a sergeant reminds his colleagues. “I talked with his mom yesterday,” another participant says. “It’s very busy for January,” adds a worried voice from the back of the room. “I’ve been at the hospital more than I can remember. I agree with Sarge. We have to crush this now.” (The warning would prove to be prophetic. Two months after this command meeting, a seventeen-year-old “known associate” of the M.O.P gang was shot dead at a backyard party. Five days later, a seventeen-year-old associate of C-Block was shot in retribution for the killing.)2

The serious tone gets broken up a few times by funny stories. In his district, a local commander notes, one of the week’s more colorful crimes was “an eighty-five-year-old guy who got assaulted by his fifty-year-old girlfriend.” The other cops, impressed by the man’s apparent romantic prowess, ask about his condition. “She hit him on the head with an ashtray,” the commander says. “His main concern was getting his ashtray back.” The room explodes in laughter.

On the surface, then, the meeting looks much like what you’d expect from an urban police department—the sort of computer-aided strategy session that William Bratton made famous when he ran the NYPD (the legendary CompStat reviews), complete with all the human drama and gallows humor that gets celebrated on TV shows like The District, the melodramatic CBS series that was modeled on the take-charge style of Bratton and his deputy commissioner, the late Jack Maple. “Is this guy known to us? I don’t know him—is he in the system?” asks one frustrated detective about a suspect in one of his cases. “I can’t believe we can’t find this car!” exclaims the chief in frustration as a different detective runs down another case.

Look more closely, though, and what you see represents a sharp challenge to business as usual in this gritty city. One sign that there’s something different going on is who’s in the room. It’s not just police brass. There’s Richard Rose, the federal prosecutor who sent Providence’s disgraced former mayor, the infamous Vincent “Buddy” Cianci, to jail for five years on a racketeering charge. (The undercover FBI investigation went by the made-for-the-movies name Operation Plunder Dome.) There are social workers from Family Service of Rhode Island; Teny Gross, executive director of the Institute for the Study and Practice of Nonviolence, which trains ex-gang members as “street workers” to intervene in tough neighborhoods; and the Reverend Dr. Jeffrey Williams, founder of the Cathedral of Life Christian Assembly, one of the city’s largest Protestant congregations. There are even half a dozen nervously fascinated students from Brown University, who are getting an up-close-and-personal look at life outside the ivory tower.

Why is this unlikely group of civilians sitting in on the command session of a big-city police department? Because Chief Esserman has opened his mission-critical meetings to anyone who wants to attend: government officials, high-powered community leaders, grassroots activists, ordinary citizens, even members of the press. Virtually anything and everything about crime in this troubled city is open to the public and on the record every Tuesday morning at 8:30 sharp. In return, virtually anyone and everyone who wants to play a role in reducing crime has a seat at the table. Rhode Island may have a reputation, as the Times noted, for “parochialism” and “insecurity”—but there is nothing parochial about these gatherings, and most of the participants are secure enough to speak their mind.

One hard-boiled local reporter, who was sentenced to six months of home confinement for refusing to divulge his sources for a series of all-too-accurate reports on the Cianci investigation, sat in on a command session and was struck by the changes it represented in how most institutions in Providence have worked for most of the city’s history. This was the first time ever that civilians were welcomed “into the inner sanctum” of the police department, he wrote, and the chief presided with “a sometimes combustible mixture of Donald Trump’s candor and the probing questions of Socrates.”3

After the meeting adjourns, Esserman returns to his office, which is filled with books, reports, white papers, framed photos, and mementoes of his years in law enforcement, and explains what just took place and why. “I love John Wayne,” he says with gusto. “I have seen every John Wayne movie. I have been to his birthplace in Iowa, twice. Last summer I drove across country with my son, and we sang ‘The Ballad of the Green Berets’ together—in John Wayne’s house! I could sing it now and it would bring a tear to my eye.

“But even I have to admit that the lone cowboy is dead,” he continues. “Tough guys say, ‘Cops shouldn’t be social workers.’ We patrol with social workers in the cars! Ministers used to march against us. Now they come to these meetings. Street workers are crucial partners in fighting violence. But the only way to get a job as a street worker is if we have put you away for heavy time. Late one night, I took some cops and some street workers out for lousy coffee and greasy fries. It felt tense, then I realized why. The guys on one side of the table had at some point arrested all the guys on the other side of the table! Now we’re on the same side.”

Esserman has been undeniably creative—indeed, downright unorthodox—in the resources he’s tapped to change the climate in his city. He persuaded high school students to design some truly arresting posters (pun intended) that he displays in the department’s holding cells, reminding their occupants that the city makes it a point to “federalize” weapons charges whenever possible, and that such a gun conviction means serious time in a federal prison (of which there are none in Rhode Island) without the possibility of parole. As I toured the lockup with the chief, he pointed to one poster, created by an eleventh grader, that featured mug shots of Rhode Island young people languishing in federal facilities far from home. The caption: “No Friends. No Family. No Freedom.”

The tough-minded chief also has an unapologetic soft spot for the city’s social workers—who literally have a seat at the table during his weekly command meetings, as well as in patrol cars with his beat cops. Family Service of Rhode Island has social workers who are available to police twenty-four hours a day and get called immediately whenever a child witnesses a crime. Social workers respond to every murder and to all cases of domestic violence. There are designated social workers who roll with the cops to intervene with and follow up on tough family issues. Margaret Holland McDuff, the CEO of Family Service of Rhode Island, explained it this way to Governing magazine, the go-to journal for state and local officials. “The [Providence] police have become brokers of service. They have their tool kit, and we’re one of the tools in it.”4

But it’s the no-nonsense relationship between Dean Esserman’s cops and Teny Gross’s street workers—between law enforcers and former lawbreakers—that is the most vivid example of the unlikely partnerships that have been created in the interest of fighting crime. Jack McConnell, a high-powered Providence lawyer who was nominated by President Obama in March 2010 to become a U.S. District Court judge, put it succinctly in the profile of Esserman for Governing: “The relationship between Teny and the police chief should be a national model.”

Gross, who runs the Institute for the Study and Practice of Nonviolence, is a truly intriguing character. Born in Israel, he served in the Israeli Army and patrolled the tense streets of the West Bank as a sergeant before he devoted himself to the mean streets of Providence. So he’s studied at the school of hard knocks. But he’s also quite the intellectual. After he moved from Israel to New England, he received a master’s degree from the Harvard Divinity School, and then found himself in Rhode Island, where his wife teaches photography at the Rhode Island School of Design (RISD). When I met him at the weekly command meeting (he’s the one who’d brought along the Brown students), he’d just finished reading Malcolm Gladwell’s Outliers and was eager to discuss it. He also asked whether I’d ever sat in on Professor Michael Sandel’s famous seminar on “Justice” at Harvard.

Gross’s much-admired organization, which was established by a group of ministers in 2000, isn’t exactly the stuff of the Ivy League. It hires former gang members, convicted felons (including a few convicted of murder), and other recruits with deeply troubled pasts to walk and work the streets, deal with all kinds of tensions and social problems, organize after-school activities, intervene in fights and disagreements, and otherwise try to solve problems before they erupt into violence. In other words, his team of street workers will never be confused with civic-minded do-gooders or public-policy wonks. They are tough, gritty, complicated—which is precisely why they have such credibility among the kids (even the gangs) in the city’s roughest neighborhoods, and why they are of such value to the cops.

This is not to suggest the day-to-day relationship between hard-nosed police officers and onetime lawbreakers is always smooth and effortless. Sometimes, cops resent it when street workers show up at the scene of a crime and inject themselves into the situation. They resent it even more when they believe street workers have information that might help to crack a case and choose not to share it right away. But more often than not, cops are quick to call in street workers before a crime takes place, to defuse a tense situation or straighten out a wayward kid. “Not long ago, the police were arresting these guys,” Gross explained to a Rhode Island writer who chronicled his underappreciated work. “Now they’re called peacekeepers. The cops are like, ‘yea, right.’ But street workers are a daily reminder to all those in power that people who have done wrong in the past can be among the most useful members of our society.”

They are also, according to Esserman, his department’s secret weapon in making the streets safer. “Teny is the single most important partnership we have to fight crime and violence,” the chief told a writer from Harvard Magazine who profiled one of the university’s more hard-to-pigeonhole alumni. “Everywhere I go—to every shooting, every ER, in classrooms, to every wake, every funeral—I see Teny, even if it’s two o’clock in the morning. He and the street workers are about building sustained relationships of trust. The kids know that they love them—they don’t get that from many adults.”5

Esserman himself does not mince words about the loveless realities of life on the streets in Providence or any other American city. He carries the human and social cost of youth violence on his shoulders with a palpable sense of moral failing and personal loss. You can hear the tragedy in his voice. “I remember so clearly what Osama bin Laden said after September 11,” he told me. “He said, ‘I’m coming back and next time it will be one hundred thousand dead.’ Well, just seven years after those horrible attacks, we had done his job for him. We had lost a hundred thousand Americans to murder. I grew up watching Walter Cronkite and the body count in Vietnam. But the American peacetime body count dwarfs the military body count. We approach fifty murders every day, sixteen thousand every year. And it’s almost always the same story: a young man is dead, another young man is suspected or arrested, the instrument is a gun—all three elements of the crime are made in America. Immigration has nothing to do with this issue. As a father and a patriot, it is hard for me to accept the fact that we have become a land that buries its young, and with no moral outrage.”

In Providence, at least, Chief Esserman’s sweeping transformation in how his organization fights crime has changed the prospects for criminals—and not for the better. He took command of the Providence Police Department in January 2003. In the first five years of his tenure, total crime dropped by a head-spinning 30 percent. Murders were down by 39 percent, rapes by 64 percent, robberies by 30 percent, aggravated assaults by 17 percent. This dramatic progress, it should be noted, came during a period when police chiefs across the country were worried that crime was poised to make a comeback in many urban centers after widespread declines in the 1990s—a trend so pronounced that the Police Executive Research Forum issued a dire report on the “gathering storm” of violent crime in America.6

In 2009, as a result of a free fall in economic conditions and the always-unpredictable vagaries of human behavior, violent crime in Providence (murder and rape) rose sharply over the year before, even though other crimes (burglary, larceny, motor-vehicle theft) continued their remarkable downward progression. Domestic violence often turned fatal, gang members shot and stabbed each other more, petty quarrels escalated into more serious confrontations—developments that shook a city that had grown accustomed to steady improvements. Esserman makes it a point to visit the hospital whenever a victim gets admitted with a serious gunshot wound, a sign that he is serious about recognizing the fallout from violence. He made more of those visits in 2009 than he expected. “There are too many shootings and too much violence,” he told a local reporter. “It’s hard to tell what we’ve prevented, but we haven’t prevented enough.”

Whatever the shorter-term flare-ups and statistical fluctuations, though, when it comes to public safety, there’s no denying that Dean Esserman’s crime-fighting strategy has had a dramatic impact on the streets of his city, and on the direction of crime fighting itself. In an exhaustive review of police innovations around the country, the authoritative Governing magazine offered this assessment of what’s happened in Providence since 2003: “Esserman has taken a department that was widely seen as corrupt, only sporadically effective and isolated from the community it ostensibly served, and turned it into a nationally respected force for civil order.” Even among reform-minded chiefs, Governing concluded, “Esserman stands out for an iron-willed determination to explore just how thoroughly a police department can enmesh itself in community life.”

The chief, true to form, makes the point even more radically—and more practically. “My father was an old-time physician,” he remarked at the end of one of our discussions. “If you asked anyone in the neighborhood, ‘Who’s your family doctor?’ they’d say Paul Esserman. Ask most people today, ‘Who’s your family priest or rabbi?’ and you’ll get a name. But ask, ‘Who’s your family cop?’ and you’ll get a blank stare. In the postmodern era, with the technology revolution, policing became two cops in a car with a radio. We became strangers in our own communities. There has to be better way. We have to go back to what we were.”

DISRUPTION DAYS—BACK TO THE FUTURE OF CHANGE

THERE’S NOTHING QUITE AS EXHILARATING AS watching a young organization change the game in its field—a hard-charging start-up that reshapes an industry (think FedEx, Google, Teach for America), a challenger brand that redefines a market (think Nike, Apple, Oprah). Alas, there’s nothing quite as common as watching an established organization—a company that reached great heights in one era of technology, markets, and popular culture—struggle to regain its stature as a force for leadership in a new era. Despite millions of words of advice from gurus on organizational renewal, and despite billions of dollars budgeted for reengineering, Six Sigma, and other dogmas of transformation, the work of making deep-seated, sustainable change remains the hardest work there is.

No one appreciates this sobering reality more fully than John Kotter, the Harvard Business School professor who has literally written the book on making a big difference in big organizations. One of his most widely read books, Leading Change, offers a hopeful, eight-point program to maximize the chances that transformation programs will succeed. But haunting the book—indeed, haunting much of Kotter’s work—is the specter of failure.

“Over the past decade, I have watched more than 100 companies try to remake themselves into significantly better competitors,” he wrote in a high-profile essay that laid the groundwork for Leading Change. “A few of these corporate change efforts have been very successful. A few have been utter failures. Most fall somewhere in between, with a distinct tilt toward the lower end of the scale.”

More recently, in A Sense of Urgency, Kotter revisited the track record of change programs and highlighted the same “appalling” results. “Incredibly,” he wrote, “we found that in 70 percent of the situations where substantial changes were clearly needed, either they were not fully launched, or the change efforts failed, or changes were achieved but over budget, late, and with great frustration.” Only 10 percent of the time, he declared, “people achieved more than would have been thought possible.”7

What explains why so many blueprints for renewal achieve so little, while a few achieve “more than would have been thought possible”? That’s one of the urgent questions at the heart of this book, of course, and I’ll suggest all sorts of answers in the chapters that follow. But the answer at the heart of this chapter is the one I find most refreshing—and in a way, most reassuring. It begins with a strange term and an unlikely twist that capture the mind-set of leaders who are best equipped to make fundamental change.

Let’s be clear: We are living in the age of disruption. You can’t do big things anymore if you are content with doing things a little better than everyone else, or a little differently from how you’ve done them in the past. The most effective executives I’ve come to know don’t just rally their colleagues to outrace the competition or outpace prior results. They strive to redefine the terms of competition by embracing one-of-a-kind ideas in a world filled with me-too thinking. That’s a defining challenge in times of great dislocation: What do you see that other organizations don’t see?

Or, to put it differently, the best leaders demonstrate a capacity for vuja dé. We’ve all experienced déjà vu—looking at an unfamiliar situation and feeling like you’ve seen it before. Vuja dé is the flip side of that—looking at a familiar situation (an industry you’ve worked in for decades, products you’ve worked on for years) as if you’ve never seen it before, and, with that fresh line of sight, developing a distinctive point of view on the future. If you believe, as I do, that what you see shapes how you change, then the question for change-minded leaders becomes: How do you look at your organization and your field as if you are seeing them for the first time?

Vuja dé may be a strange term, but it’s become a strangely popular term among some of the brightest thinkers on creativity. Tom Kelley, general manager of IDEO, the legendary Silicon Valley design firm, uses vuja dé to describe the habits of mind of his most creative people. Kelley says he was introduced to vuja dé by Stanford University’s Bob Sutton, a truly original thinker whose terrific book, Weird Ideas That Work, describes a set of offbeat practices to sustain innovation. Sutton, for his part, says he got the term from Jeff Miller, an accomplished sailor who also holds a PhD in biochemistry. For the best sailors, Miller told Sutton, “the same old stuff seems brand new” because it enables them “to keep learning small lessons from every race.” Strangest of all, the term may in fact have originated with the late great comedian George Carlin, who used it in his routines and wrote about it in his book Napalm and Silly Putty.8

Ultimately, what matters is not whether a sailor, a professor, or a comedian coined the term. What matters is how leaders apply the vuja dé mind-set to the challenge of making big change in tough times. And that’s where the unlikely twist comes in. The virtue of vuja dé is that it reframes how organizations make sense of their situations and build for the future. But that’s different from a wholesale disavowal of the past. Sometimes, the very act of rediscovering and reinterpreting the past creates the clarity and confidence necessary to craft a distinctive game plan for the future.

We are living in the age of disruption. You can’t do big things if you are content with doing things a little better than everyone else.

There are, of course, many different ways to unlock vuja dé. In Chapter 2, I’ll draw lessons from organizations that have searched far afield for ideas about how to compete in their own fields—a health-care innovator who looks to the women’s movement and political campaigns for techniques to organize for reform, a hospital that found prescriptions for change in the practices of a luxury hotel company. But for even the most determined agents of change, history and tradition can be unrivaled sources of strength—as the foundation for an enduring sense of purpose that newcomers can’t begin to copy; as a reservoir of professional wisdom that gets more valuable as times get more volatile; as an engine of expertise that competitors can’t hope to match; as a reminder of certain founding principles that never go out of style, regardless of how styles change.

The cutting-edge marketers at TBWA Worldwide, the celebrated Madison Avenue agency, have learned to look hard at what’s come before as inspiration for disruptive ideas about what comes next. As marketing specialists, TBWA personnel have designed memorable campaigns for some of the most glamorous brands of the last few decades, from Absolut to Adidas to Apple. As creative strategists, TBWA marketers have invented a blueprint for organizational renewal that the agency calls “Disruption Days”—wide-open, freewheeling, yet highly structured examinations of the assumptions, practices, and behaviors that stand in the way of progress for a brand, a company, or an industry.

TBWA chairman Jean-Marie Dru, the figure most closely associated with the disruption model, is adamant about the core changes it is designed to provoke. The process “is at once a method, a way of thinking, and a state of mind,” he writes in Disruption: Overturning Conventions and Shaking Up the Marketplace, the first of his four excellent books on the subject. “It is a matter of questioning the way things are, of breaking with what has been done or seen before, of rejecting the conventional.” All told, he argues, the methodology is “a system for those who hate systems, a method that encourages reversing perspectives.”9

TBWA has conducted more than fifteen hundred Disruption Days for clients around the world (with nearly twenty-five thousand members of client organizations participating), and the methodology has improved and evolved over the years. But certain techniques remain central to the process. For example, TBWA has developed a list of sixty what-if questions to guide strategic rethinking. What if we stop focusing on the traditional competitors and focus instead on the source of business (often indirect competition)? What if we reconsider using strategies usually considered unsuccessful (or taboo) for this category? What if, instead of differentiating the brand, we redefine the category experience? What if we reverse the logic of things? The specific questions, of course, are less important than the general spirit, which is to challenge conventional wisdom.

In other words, Disruption Days lay the foundation for radical shifts in strategy, product development, and, of course, marketing. Yet one of the most revealing exercises in the process of shaping a brand’s future is revisiting the past—often to identify practices that need to be discarded, sometimes, though, to uncover virtues that deserve to be reborn. Indeed, some of the agency’s most newfangled marketing strategies can trace their inspiration to long-forgotten principles inside its client companies.

Originality matters. But history matters too. The very act of rediscovering and reinterpreting the past creates the clarity and confidence necessary to craft a distinctive game plan for the future.

In 2004, for example, TBWA was charged with revitalizing Pedigree dog food, one of the most important brands for Mars Incorporated, the huge global company famous for Snickers (not to mention Mars bars, M&Ms, and Twix), Uncle Ben’s rice, and other consumer staples. Pedigree was (and is) the most prominent dog-food brand in the world, with annual sales of some $2.5 billion. It was also under siege on all sides. High-priced “health” brands were getting more affordable; cheap “private-label” brands were improving quality. In other words, Pedigree, like so many established brands, was stuck in the middle. Its response, also like so many established brands, was to scrutinize the competition, improve at the margins (pack in nutrients to battle premium rivals, slash costs to fight the low end), and hope for the best.

Until, that is, the TBWA-sponsored Disruption Days, which were held in seven cities (including London, Warsaw, Shanghai, and Los Angeles) over two months. The point of the exercise, according to a TBWA write-up, was “to identify any and all conventions in the category,” as “the first step in trying to find a way to disrupt those conventions.” To that end, the participants “set out to completely immerse themselves in the images, the language, the packaging, the smells, the tastes (yes, even the tastes), and everything else associated with life in the world of dogs and their food.”10

They also immersed themselves in the history of the company and the brand—a history that traces back to London in 1935, a few years after Forrest E. Mars Sr. set out for England to expand his father’s fledgling empire. One of young Mars’s first moves (after launching the Mars bar in the United Kingdom) was to buy Chappel Bros Ltd, a pioneer of the British pet-food market whose product line took shape in 1922 with canned food. (Talk about golden oldies: the company’s American brand, Ken-L-Ration, was sold in cans whose labels featured images of dogs playing poker.)

Suzanne Powers, worldwide strategy director of TBWA, described the impact of this journey through time. “Everybody here is interested in the history of brands and companies,” she told me. “So we build ‘brand attics’—timelines of products, campaigns, artifacts—and then ‘mine’ the attics to see what we learn. We might uncover a treatise from 50 years ago, a product that got invented and discarded, nuggets that get to the ‘guts’ of the organization. The Mars family has been a passionate, pet-lover family for generations. In many parts of the world, Pedigree invented the market, and it had always been the brand endorsed by breeders. But in the quest to compete against a barrage of new entrants, Pedigree forgot why it was here. It had become a manufacturing company—‘How do we make crunchier food that costs less?’—rather than a company that said, ‘We are in this business because we love dogs.’ There was a ‘soul’ that had gotten lost.”

Rediscovering its “soul” allowed Pedigree to rejuvenate its culture—and infuse the brand with a renewed sense of purpose. “You don’t buy or adopt a dog to feed it,” Powers says. “Your primary purpose is to share your life with this other ‘member of your family.’ We realized that Pedigree couldn’t just be about dog food. It had to be ‘for the love of dogs’—dogs living the best lives they can.” TBWA’s Lee Clow, the creative genius behind Apple’s “Think Different” ads, the Taco Bell Chihuahua, and the Energizer Bunny (and a dog lover himself), summed up the brand challenge this way: “If you can prove you love dogs as much as I do, I’ll let you feed mine.”

So that’s what Pedigree set out to do. Mars CEO Paul Michaels (aka the company’s “Top Dog”) issued an eloquent statement of beliefs called Dogma that reminded his colleagues why Pedigree exists and how it should behave. (“We’re for dogs,” it begins. “Some people are for the whales. Some are for the trees. We’re for dogs. The big ones and the little ones. The guardians and the comedians. The pure breeds and the mutts.”) Dogma is a strikingly beautiful, surprisingly rich document that includes a dog-loving Manifesto, a Dog Bill of Rights, even an engaging description of Pedigree’s target customers. (“People who stop to play with a stranger’s puppy; people who dish out an extra belly rub on their way out the door; people who go out of their way to help a lost dog find his way home.”)

The next step was to walk the canine talk, so Pedigree adopted all sorts of dog-centric innovations to recast its culture. Business cards and ID badges were redesigned to include pictures of each employee’s dog. Employees were encouraged to bring their dogs to work, or, where that was not feasible, to put them in on-site day care. (Pedigree’s Tokyo office actually relocated because its building was so unfriendly to dogs.) The company offered health insurance for employee pets and urged other companies to do the same. In some locations, salespeople brought their dogs to call on supermarket buyers. Simply put, you could no longer spend time inside the company without encountering dogs in all their glory. It was a cultural breath of fresh air—inspired by a purpose-driven blast from the past.

It was only then, after the dog-centric culture began to take hold inside the organization, that Pedigree took its message to customers. The marketing wasn’t just about new ads, although TBWA designed a series of award-winning spots under the tagline “Dogs Rule.” It was about a high-profile commitment to advocacy. Pedigree led public campaigns around the world to improve the lot of dogs. In Brazil, the focus was on getting stray dogs off the street and into shelters. In the United States, the focus was on adoption drives to get dogs out of shelters and into homes. During the 2008 Westminster Dog Show, Pedigree opened a “pop-up” store in Times Square that featured a dog-adoption center and sold “Dogs Rule” merchandise—gear that had been designed for employees but had become a hit with customers. When Pedigree ran its first-ever Super Bowl ad in 2009, the spot did not push product, it pushed dog adoption. “That’s a big investment for an oblique message,” the Wall Street Journal worried. “It’s the right message to send out at this time,” Pedigree’s director of marketing replied.11

It’s hard to overstate the transformation at Pedigree since those Disruption Days back in 2004. The culture is different, the marketing messages are different, the conversation with customers is different, even something as technical as how the company presents dogs on packaging and in ads is different. “There is a ‘Pedigree Way’ of doing things, right down to how we photograph dogs,” says Suzanne Powers. “If you’re a real dog lover, and you go to a park and meet a dog for the first time, you put your face up against that dog’s face—‘let me understand you eye-to-eye.’ That’s how we photograph all our dogs. It’s a very distinctive visual point of view.”

TBWA’s Lee Clow believes that Pedigree’s distinctive point of view about how to build for the future, based on a different way of making sense of its past, has met the brand challenge he set out in 2004. People at the company “used to come to work every day thinking they worked for a dog-food company,” he noted in a TBWA report. “Now they come in thinking they work for a company that loves dogs.”

WHY PAST IS PROLOGUE—THE POLICE DEPARTMENT THAT WENT “BEYOND 911”

PETER DRUCKER, THE GREATEST MANAGEMENT thinker ever, posed two of the most famous strategic questions ever to Jack Welch soon after Welch became CEO of General Electric. The new boss had been analyzing GE’s wide-ranging portfolio of businesses, looking to develop his blueprint for the future. Drucker, with his unique capacity to distill even the most complex challenges to their essence, asked the new CEO to ponder two thoughts: “If you weren’t already in a business, would you enter it today? And if the answer is no, what are you going to do about it?”12

Drucker’s questions were meant to challenge the tunnel vision that history and tradition often impose on organizations—the assumption that the path to the future is a series of incremental steps from the past. Welch’s answers, of course, led to one of the most heart-stopping, head-spinning campaigns to reinvent an enterprise the world has known. For all their virtues though, the questions run the risk of blinding leaders to what once made their organizations successful in the first place. So to Drucker’s two questions I’d add a third: How can you rediscover and reinterpret what’s come before as a way to develop an original and compelling line of sight into what comes next?

To me, that’s the genius of Dean Esserman’s blueprint for transforming how a troubled city fights crime. He is, to be sure, a demanding leader with an in-your-face style—a Jack Welch of policing. He arrived in Providence as an outsider, having worked alongside William Bratton when Bratton (who became chief of police in Los Angeles after his tenure in the Big Apple) ran the New York City Transit Police, then moving to two Connecticut cities. When Esserman took over in Stamford, according to Governing, he roused his staff with this call to arms: “I want you up all night thinking about this joint. I want you back in the morning before you need to be because you can’t wait to get to work. I want you thinking about your job. I want you dreaming about it ... I want it to be your obsession.” After his arrival in Providence, Esserman left no doubt there was a new sheriff in town. He promised that he would show up at every shooting in the city, a vow he has maintained throughout his tenure. The unmistakable message: “If it’s two o’clock in the morning, and it’s raining, and there’s a shooting, I’m coming. So you better be there already, and you better be wet.”

Like most hard-charging, change-minded bosses, Esserman is also unafraid to invite the wrath of powerful figures who disagree with him. He was, after all, brought in to clean up an organization that had been riddled with cronyism, favoritism, and flat-out corruption. So he showed little regard for what came before in terms of how the organization hired, promoted, or managed its officers. Here’s how one profile described the early days: “When Esserman arrived in Providence ... he found a dysfunctional department, riddled with corruption, without an organizational chart, where no one knew what anyone else was doing. Not long after he took over, he had to go to the payroll department to find out where his officers were.”

Small wonder, then, that he drives the old guard in Providence crazy. The notorious Buddy Cianci, who completed his prison sentence in 2007, has a daily radio show on which he misses no opportunity to foment (and invent) opposition to Esserman as well as to David Cicilline, the ex-mayor’s popular successor. Cicilline, who was elected and then reelected with more than 80 percent of the vote, is fiercely supportive of his chief. Cicilline likes to tout Esserman as “the best police chief in America.” (Top cop Bill Bratton, the former chief in New York and L.A., echoes that assessment.) Cianci, though, likes to disparage Esserman as “Chief Shiny Badge”—and he encourages disgruntled cops and members of the old guard to leak e-mails or call into his program with stories that cast Esserman in an unflattering light. The New York Times described the Cianci show, quite accurately, as “taunts and half-truths, released into the radio air like toxic puffs.”

Meanwhile, Cianci’s former cronies on the city council and in city hall miss no opportunity to harass, embarrass, and otherwise insult Esserman and his reform-minded colleagues, going so far as to criticize him for traveling to Washington, D.C., and testifying before the Senate Judiciary Committee about strategies to reduce crime. “He has moved on in doing other and greater things, going across the country and talking about all the wonderful things he does,” complained one narrow-minded city councilman. “It’s clear he is not watching the shop. His personality has become greater than the role.”

Esserman certainly feels the heat, even as he dismisses it as part of the job. In October 2009, the chief was asked to address a conference of business and technology innovators who had come to Providence to discuss the future of strategy, creativity, and social change. It was a pretty high-powered group, filled with scientists and product designers and marketing gurus. When the chair of the conference was lavish in his praise for Esserman, the chief couldn’t resist an old joke. “Thanks for that wonderful introduction,” he cracked. “As they say in my business, fix a ticket, make a friend for life.” Then Esserman described his far-reaching work at the head of the department, the progress he and his colleagues had made, and the fierce old-guard resistance it had generated over the years. “I still have my wife start my car in the morning,” he wisecracked to howls of laughter.13

So the backward-looking taunts come with the territory, as do the forward-looking advances. Shortly after taking office, Esserman dismantled and rebuilt the entire department, dividing the city into nine freestanding districts, each with its own “minichief”—a first for a force that was undisciplined and unaccountable. “When I got here there were no districts, no precincts, no nothing,” Esserman marvels. “The city was divided into twenty-seven patrol-car beats. Do you know why? No one knows why! No one in the building could explain why we policed this way.”

These freshly minted (and newly accountable) district commanders not only had to devise policing strategies that made sense for their neighborhoods, they also had to establish their own district headquarters and find a way to pay for them. Their boss provided no taxpayer dollars for rent, utilities, or operating costs. The new commanders had to “bootstrap” resources by getting businesses or universities to donate space and provide in-kind support: “I told the district commanders, ‘I will do nothing for you.’ They had to be complete entrepreneurs. This was created absolutely from nothing.”

Esserman also initiated a fabulously creative program called “cops and docs.” On a regular basis, detectives sit in with doctors at Brown University Medical School as they discuss tough cases. In turn, doctors sit in on the department’s command meeting to learn how cops crack their cases. It’s a one-of-a-kind way to open up an insular department to outside ideas, fresh perspectives, and new ways of thinking. In 2008, the chief took “cops and docs” even further. He announced that the Providence PD, once a source of community outrage and professional shame, would become the country’s first “teaching police department”—modeled on teaching hospitals that train doctors and promote state-of-the-art medical practices. Esserman persuaded police chiefs in a consortium of cities to exchange ideas, swap personnel, and experiment in new techniques to battle guns, drugs, domestic violence, and other shared problems. “We want to become a place that embraces research, that figures out and spreads methodologies that work in the ways
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