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			Only that day dawns to which we are awake.

			—Henry David Thoreau

		

	
		
			For you, because you refuse to limit your ideas.
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			CHAPTER 1


			Arriving at the Question

			Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?

			—MARY OLIVER

			VALUABLE IDEAS

			Three teenage boys get the Boy Scouts of America to change its discriminatory policies. An older brother trying to save his sick younger sibling makes the entire health care industry address previously “incurable” diseases. Complete strangers come together to obtain justice for a seventy-year-old war crime.

			The young, the sick, the neglected—these are not typically the people whose ideas are heard. Most often, whether ideas are considered or dismissed is based on who contributes them, and how powerful their sponsors—not the ideas themselves—are. So if the young, sick, and neglected can succeed in making a dent, what does their achievement mean for the rest of us—those of us who are told that our ideas can’t be heard because our voices are too shrill, or because we lack certain credentials, or simply because the idea we’re proposing is “too much”? Couldn’t our ideas have a chance, too?

			And don’t they need to?

			When I first began to write about this concept, in 2011, I struggled to describe it. I didn’t want to argue only that new ideas and perspectives mattered to the modern creative economies—which they do—or that people gathered in networks could now scale projects that once only large hierarchical organizations could manage, or that changing times meant that we no longer had to “fit in” to organizations as a way to get things done. What I was seeking to propose, rather, was that anyone’s—quite possibly everyone’s—ideas mattered.

			The key concept was that every one of the 7.5 billion humans on this planet has value to offer. How? You’re standing in a spot in the world that only you stand in, a function of your history and experiences, visions, and hopes. From this spot where only you stand, you offer a distinct point of view, novel insights, and even groundbreaking ideas. Now that you can grow and realize those ideas through the power of networks, you have a new lever to move the world.

			I tried to use existing vocabulary to express this concept, but nothing sufficed. The word I was searching for had to be a noun, one that would convey how value creation can come from anyone, and how even wild ideas now have a chance to flourish because networks allow anyone to bypass the standard gatekeepers and the frameworks they hold as true. As Sarah Green Carmichael—my editor at Harvard Business Review, for whom I was writing an article—and I twiddled back and forth, we finally realized no standard term worked.* Yet, because both of us had been the “only one” at different stages of our careers, moments when the dominant culture told us our particular “only” made our ideas marginal rather than meaningful, we thought, Let’s invert that. Let’s reclaim the idea of each person’s “only” as a strength. With that flash of insight, the term “onlyness”* was born. Through the power of onlyness, an individual conceives an idea born of his narrative, nurtures it with the help of a community that embraces it, and, through shared action, makes the idea powerful enough to dent the world.

			The storm that created that particular lightning bolt had in fact been brewing for some time. I had often wondered whether anyone could actually be eligible to have a shot at success, or whether people had to fit a particular profile to have their ideas be valued. The tension between those two alternatives had profound effects in my own life, so let me share three stories of how I discovered my own onlyness.

			EIGHT BOOKS AND TWO OUTFITS

			I didn’t know my life would never be the same when, one day in 1986, I walked through my suburban Cupertino, California, neighborhood and into the local Winchell’s Donut House. I thought I would be back at home in an hour, maybe two—four hours at most. I turned out to be deeply wrong.

			Earlier that day, at age eighteen, I had come home to an unexpectedly full house of aunties making the fragrant, buttery rice and chicken dish Indians call biryani. It was impossible to identify amongst the medley of voices which one of them announced it to me first, but my arranged marriage was now apparently a done deed. My future husband, a widower, was to give my mother a house, and she, an Indian divorcée with three children, would no longer have to worry about her finances. These tumbling sentences pronouncing my entire future were both a relief to hear and the start of a new chapter of my life.

			Even though I had been raised in America since I was nearly five, I had always understood it was my duty to marry in this fashion. I don’t know when or how exactly that message was conveyed, but it was clear that this would be my fate. I respected my mother enough to want to do this for her, for our family—to do “right,” especially given all the sacrifices she had made as an immigrant to bring us to America and the better life it promised.

			Still, I did have my own private yearnings, so I turned to my progressive uncle, Zafar, for help. Zafar had come to America to attend college and was now an executive at a big pharmaceutical company in Palo Alto. He had been the family’s male representative at the marriage negotiations, as my father had long been out of the picture. “Does he [the groom] know I want to go to university?” I asked him. I was attending community college, having deferred my entrance to the University of California at Berkeley for a year. “No,” my uncle replied. “Your mother would not let me bring it up. You can discuss it with him after you are married.”

			The implications of this went rattling around in my brain, as it would mean a delay of at least a year, maybe more, before I could begin university. As is traditional in arranged marriages, I would not be allowed to get to know the groom before we were wed. We might say hello, or sit in the same room together in the company of others, but he would not have any notion of my life goals, nor I of his. To tell him what I wanted for myself would be quite out of the ordinary—essentially impossible.

			Given that was the case, I argued with, and may even have whined to, my uncle. I knew from listening to the aunties’ chatter that my proposed groom had a housekeeper, a cook, a nanny for his child from his first marriage, and a big house on the hill nearby, so he was certainly not marrying me to help with the household. I felt confident that he would agree to my getting an education if it was understood up front that that was my intention. But if I had to wait and slowly build a relationship with him to the point where I could ask such a thing, the outcome would be uncertain. Certainly the one-year deferment to Berkeley I had gotten without my mother’s permission would expire. Would he even let me keep going to community college?

			Of the many things I value, education stands apart. In my own culture, it is too often reserved for the boys, who are expected to make the decisions. But I wanted that equal footing, and with it the ability to direct my future.

			But the conversation was closed, my uncle stated. I could tell he was on my side, but he was also powerless in the dynamic. “There is nothing to be done,” he pronounced.

			My spirit was sputtering, and any gumption I had was dissipating. Over the next few hours the activities in my house wrapped up and everyone left. But I had one more—desperate—plan of action.

			In a theatrical display, I told my mother that I was leaving home and began packing a disproportionate ratio of books to clothes into a cardboard box—but no toothbrush. It didn’t matter; these things were all just props in this little drama. As she stood in my room watching, I exclaimed, “I am the product, and the deal can’t happen without me!” Just promise to ask him about my attending school, I insisted as I departed.

			Sometime that afternoon, after eating an apple fritter and a donut hole, my cardboard box in hand, I trudged over to De Anza, the community college campus where I was going to school, to use the phone.

			By now, my mother couldn’t construct full sentences, but oh, could she raise her voice. Ours was the dialogue of the deaf; neither could hear the other. So I hung up and called my seven-years-older, married sister. “Mom says she’s going to kill herself if you don’t come home,” she warned. That’s when I knew that this wasn’t going to be easy. Even after that conversation with my sister, I figured I’d be home by the following morning, or maybe the one after. But that day never came, and nearly thirty years have passed since then.

			THE CHOICES THAT DEFINE

			In a matter of hours, my life had changed irreversibly. Everyone in my family called me disobedient and disrespectful. It hurt, but it was also true. But I was at least going to have the courage of my convictions. I had claimed what mattered, with both feet and a madly beating heart.

			Looking back, this experience is when I first learned something crucial about life: Choices define us. The hand we’re dealt is just a starting point; it’s our choices afterward that reveal what genuinely matters to us.

			How many of us have faced such situations—crossroads where we encounter immovable forces, where we must decide between making someone else’s choice or our own? It’s understandable how anyone can let the pressures of given situations, circumstances, or people around them define their next step.

			But it’s powerful to make your own choices, find your own path, open up your own door of opportunity—not just for yourself but for your purpose.

			In my case, I was fighting not only for my own education but also implicitly for the value of education for everyone. I had plenty of examples in my life in which education was the key to opportunity. My uncle benefited from it, and even my mother was a positive example: As a divorcée in India, she didn’t have the right or capacity to earn money and raise her three kids on her own, and so surely would have lost us. Leaving her children temporarily in different cities with different people, she moved alone to America, where she lived with my uncle and studied for a two-year degree in respiratory therapy.

			My biggest concern at that particular moment, though, wasn’t advocating for a big, purposeful cause but whether, in pursuing my “only,” I would wind up being deeply lonely. My family, after all, had just ejected me. As it turns out, I found another family at De Anza: fellow teachers and students on campus who, like me, believed that an education is critical, whatever one’s gender, age, religion, or heritage. The school’s admissions officer, Lew Hamm, helped me find a few jobs with flexible schedules. I ushered at theater performances, did bookkeeping at the on-campus history museum, and coded a program in BASIC for the matriculation department. The support of those around me, far too many twenty-packages-for-a-dollar ramen meals, and the fact that community college courses were incredibly cheap kept me going, slowly but surely.

			Discovering others on campus who, like me, valued education as the gateway to opportunity provided a sense of solidarity. Most were likewise piecing together jobs into a sufficient scaffold on which they could build more possibility into their lives. I took great comfort in realizing, finally, that I was no longer “the only one.” I would later see this pattern repeated hundreds of times in business and in life: Finding “your people” sometimes means having to walk away from places you don’t fit in rather than trying to squeeze yourself into a too-tight space with the aim to belong. It isn’t until people make that choice that they are able to find others who share something meaningful with them.

			It turned out that signaling my purposeful passion to the world led to the chance to make a dent when I was invited to advance the concept of educational access for all. At the age of nineteen, I was appointed by California’s then governor, George Deukmejian Jr., to help “reform”—actually, radically reinvent—how California’s 105 state community colleges worked. From 1987 to 1989, I served as the student board member on a committee that consisted of commissioners, judges, business executives, and state senators who sponsored the passage of reform bill AB 1725,* which transformed community colleges from two-year vocational trade schools into an entryway to higher education. It made community college credits transferable, thus carving a foothold for students to climb up to the next level.

			Up to that point, attending community college had been a negative in my mind. I thought it made me less than those high school friends who had gone off to Harvard, MIT, or UC Berkeley. Yet this particular experience turned out to be the key to my unique contribution. I would later come to understand that it’s not the “perfection” of your experience that prepares you or earns you a seat at the table but rather simply what you, and only you, can contribute—what you, and only you, have seen, or what you, and only you, know. So many aspects of my profile—my education level, my age, my income level—were unlike those of the other members of the college-reform committee, yet it was precisely those elements of who I was that helped me contribute something fresh.

			So here was an early foundational lesson in how to make a difference: Bring what you distinctly have, align with others who share your purpose, and make it happen, together. The problem is that this approach wasn’t a doorway of opportunity that would always be propped open, but a lucky, random coincidence that granted access that one, singular time.

			What most people do to give their ideas a solid shot is to climb high enough in an organizational hierarchy to direct change. That’s what I did next—but not, as you’ll see, particularly well.

			SOMETIMES YOU FAIL SO YOU CAN REMEMBER

			When Carol Bartz, who would later become CEO of Yahoo, described the job arrangement I was being asked to take on at the software company Autodesk in 1997, she called it “two peas in a pod,” with me operating as the “complementary half” of the Americas vice president, Michelle Pharr. Michelle would be the market-facing executive, while I would serve as the “revenues manager” of this more than two-hundred-million-dollar business. Convincing me took only Carol’s assuring me, “You’ll be among my top-one-hundred leadership team, you’ll fix anything that can and will go wrong, and you can steer every new strategy to drive our market growth.”

			Even though my former boss at Apple, John Osborne, warned me that this arrangement would end badly, it seemed perfectly suited to me. After completing community college in 1989, I had advanced from an administrative assistant position to running a major-channel program at Apple. In 1996, when Steve Jobs famously returned to Apple, I left to join a start-up called GoLive (later bought by Adobe), where the business had grown to $4 million annually, as vice president of sales and channel marketing. When the Autodesk opportunity came along, I was between jobs, and though I felt competent at some things, I did not consider myself to be capable and proven yet in many things. This would be my first leadership role in a big organization, custom created by one of the few female CEOs of a Fortune 500 company. My ego heard this offer as “you are finally enough,” and of course I jumped at the chance.

			My mistake was in judging only what that role would mean for me and overlooking what everyone else would think about such an unconventional position. I didn’t think about how a finance director might feel slighted by my having a title of “revenues manager.” I didn’t stop to wonder if the talented head of sales operations might be threatened by my oddly overlapping responsibilities. The results would speak for themselves, I reasoned.

			As it turned out, my hiring quickly caused a kerfuffle. Human Resources was called in and a complicated “matrix model” written up to explain when the staff should come to me and when they should go to Michelle. Carol’s promise that I could fix problems turned out to be true—any time people didn’t agree, I was called in to mediate. I would learn later the many nicknames I had been given, including “the fixer” and “the queen’s taster,” but I approached my duties with passion, wanting to prove I was worthy—worthy of this job, of big ideas, and of the opportunity to sit at the table.

			At one point, while preparing a multiyear growth strategy that would be presented to the board of directors, I disagreed with the marketing lead on how to spend the following year’s budget. We disagreed privately, then publicly. I spent my energy making sure my argument was tight and then lobbied others to point out the flaws in my counterpart’s argument. I did some serious spin.

			Our disagreement eventually came up at the executive meeting. Instead of saying something neutral, I used what in the business world is the equivalent of the nuclear option: I warned that about $40 million of revenue was “at risk.” These were effectively code words informing the CEO that she would fail because she’d miss Wall Street quarterly expectations. I then advocated for how the marketing budget should be allocated—in other words, my plan—thus throwing the marketing lead under the proverbial bus.

			After the board meeting, Carol called me in for a chat, during which I fully expected to be congratulated. Carol agreed that I had done what it took to get results. But, she pointed out, I had alienated the team in the process with my negative personal machinations. There was no denying I was in the wrong, on so many levels, but I rationalized my decision by stressing the importance of the bottom line and arguing that having the right idea mattered above all. Carol countered that the way I had gone about winning meant not only that the team would never trust me again but that they wouldn’t execute the plan because of how it came about. Regardless of how “right” the idea might be, it was effectively worthless.

			I was fired soon afterward. It was my biggest professional failure.

			It was also an epic personal failure. The person I had argued with, the person I had taken down, was a friend, whom I had worked with at Apple for many years before Autodesk. We were more than just former colleagues; we had trained for and run marathons together. When I approached the finish line of the California International Marathon, the crowd was chanting my name, and I realized it was because of my friend: She had finished her own race some thirty minutes earlier and had gotten the crowd involved so I could finish strong. It was an act of generosity and love.

			Of course the team would no longer trust me. I had been willing to take down a friend in the name of winning.

			LOSSES AND LESSONS

			In my departure from Autodesk I lost not only my job but also my conviction that being right, or having the right idea, was everything. In the deep hole of loss, I had only questions.

			Clayton Christensen, the business guru, says that without new questions, there’s no place for new answers. Where I had once believed that the theoretically best idea was the only goal, I now began to ask how to get the best results. Ten years later, after asking refined questions and finding clarifying answers to them, I felt I was able to reconcile the fundamental tensions inherent in collaborative work. There were many right answers, not just one. It wasn’t enough for one person to advance an idea by a thousand steps—better to have a hundred people co-own an idea as their own so that each could move it forward a hundred steps. Co-ownership of an idea is what leads to successful execution, which, in turn, transforms that idea into what matters: a new reality. I wrote my first book, The New How, to explain what I had learned. I finally understood, through deep practice and shipping nearly a hundred products with many teams, that the future is not created but, rather, cocreated.

			An idea is simply a steering wheel pointing to the future, and as such needs thrust and fuel to be realized. Thrust comes from the deep ties formed by many others wanting that idea to become reality, and their collective action is the fuel that moves the idea into the stratosphere. These facts would come to inform my understanding of how onlyness could work.

			The final piece of the puzzle became clear and meaningful when my husband* asked me a rather strange question.

			HONEY, CAN I QUIT MY JOB?

			Most of us ache to make a difference—to leave the world better than it was the day we were born. But most of us also have jobs and commitments. So I was completely floored when my husband, Curt, announced one day that he wanted to quit his job as a technologist to get a PhD and focus entirely on what he could only describe as “world peace.”

			While his boss at the time was difficult, for the most part Curt seemed to genuinely enjoy his career. He explained that he wanted to do meaningful work, finding ways to help the people of developing nations help themselves. He was sheepish about his lack of clarity in his goals, mumbling about the inadequacies of the global economic model. Meanwhile, all I could think about at that moment was the personal economics of this decision. There were the not-so-small matters of our having one more kid to raise and put through college, our Silicon Valley mortgage, health insurance, and a myriad of other financial responsibilities.

			If I was making a movie of that moment, it’s here that I would insert a flashback to Curt at about ten years of age.

			Because it wasn’t my forty-seven-year-old, accomplished technology/chief architect/executive–type husband trying to tell me something. It was, rather, the kid my husband had been, who liked not only to solve puzzles other people created but to design complex puzzles himself. He was a kid whose family of eight siblings was the product of three different fathers. His school nickname was “Curt Dirt,” because he was often neglected and because the household’s dirty dishes often piled up by the back door instead of being cleaned in the kitchen sink. He would grow up and buy one sister a home to stop her from being homeless and help a brother to fix missing teeth to improve his job prospects. Curt had always noticed that people sometimes needed a scaffold to help them rise. He didn’t seek to offer charity but to enable others to build solutions. Having “made it” despite many obstacles, he simply wanted to help others by contributing everything he knew about technology and the value of sharing information.

			I wish I had seen all the personal meaning in his question at that moment. It’s so obvious now. Before he embarked on such a venture, I suggested that he get a career coach, who asked him, “Why wait? A PhD will take years and won’t really make much of a difference.” Volunteering at a local food bank was probably what she had in mind, but as a systems thinker, Curt was aiming to make more of a global impact—a real dent with a measurable difference. He imagined doing something that would improve the lives of thousands—even millions—of people around the world.

			He did follow his coach’s advice by beginning with a simple act: blogging about what he cared about most deeply, namely, ways to improve conditions for people in economically challenged developing areas.1 Even though he had virtually no readership, the blog enabled him to develop and express his own ideas more clearly. Next, he created a collaborative website (a “wiki”)2 where he could share his passion with a like-minded community. He had no idea if such a community even existed, but he dared to hope and acted accordingly. After a few weeks, Chris Watkins, an amateur importer/exporter in Indonesia, discovered Curt’s writing and invited him to join an existing three-month-old wiki that was slightly further along in the same direction. Lonny Grafman, an instructor at Humboldt State University, had started that wiki.

			No member of this motley crew was a leading expert in the field of development; what united them wasn’t education, expertise, or credentials. Instead, they had something else important in common: a shared purpose about which they were equally passionate. Purpose can achieve something that money alone cannot, as it motivates the best in people and brings out the very best people.

			ARMCHAIR ONLYNESS IN ACTION

			Within a few months, Curt and his partners started to mobilize, forming a nonprofit, the Appropedia Foundation, and building the website Appropedia.org. The purpose of the foundation was to gather, organize, and make available useful information about how to solve such real-world problems as obtaining clean water and reducing the spread of malaria. They had discovered that a large portion of projects (as much as 50 percent3) was actually repetitive work, looking for solutions and answers that already existed. Appropedia made the necessary know-how accessible. People could modify it for their needs, share their experiences, and find others with the same interest. In short, an extended network of people could now achieve real results faster and with less effort, without requiring anyone to be “in charge” to make it happen. The Appropedia founders still have day jobs and have never received a salary from their organization. Each of them spends several hours a week on the project—less time than most people spend watching TV. The funding for server fees and such is largely covered by personal donations and some small grants.

			The Appropedia team’s success in making a difference while devoting only a few hours a week struck me then as a crucial factor, as it meant that, enabled by modern technologies, anyone could begin making a dent in the world. At first, I thought of this as a way to shape the modern understanding of jobs and labor. But then I realized it could also change how any one of us could do something that mattered. Witnessing modest effort result in something significant and transformative showed me the power of what is now possible.

			In the nearly ten years of Appropedia’s existence, it has enabled many people to create outcomes that matter: increased crop yields in Uganda, the use of solar power to improve water sanitation in rural India, the prevention of deforestation by the use of better, more efficient cookstoves in southern Sudan, and the construction of safer play structures in New York City. Today, Appropedia.org offers information about more than twenty thousand solutions, helping more than twenty million visitors a year and improving lives around the world. The thousands of people around the world who have participated by translating the site’s content into different languages or adding their own solutions were doing so not as passive followers of some directive but as active agents who cared deeply about the issues involved. This type of following represented a new way to scale that I’d never encountered before. Previously I had only experienced scale in the corporate world, where scale was often about sameness: The ability to deliver hamburger number one thousand at the same quality level as hamburger number one was accomplished by routinizing tasks so it didn’t matter who specifically performed them; people were simply cogs in a machine. Appropedia grew in size and impact not by asking any person to do the known thing over and over but by enabling each person to add their bits of what only they could, and have it add up to something meaningful.

			For Appropedia, scale happened because people passionately took responsibility for whatever they could. Instead of seeing chaos, which I might have expected, I watched in awe as an entirely new system made things happen. Seemingly powerless people, fueled by their deepest—even sometimes unnamable—sense of meaning find those who share a cause or purpose and act together, without needing to be told what to do, to make a dent.

			Without permission or needing to be appointed by someone.

			Without specialized expertise.

			Without a ton of money.

			Without the external credentials of titles or education.

			Without investing loads of time.

			WHY NOW, REALLY?

			Think about what’s new and different in the Appropedia story: Could Curt and his colleagues have achieved what they did until recently? Likely not.

			Each big technology shift changes the structure of society, and the Internet is just the latest. Individuals today have access to information that was previously available only to the establishment, if it was available at all. Now everyone can find, friend, or follow people who share their interests and passions using a variety of social media, whether Twitter, Facebook, or LinkedIn. Where once geography or social class limited us, we can now write to anyone and say, I’ve been following your work and I have an idea for how we can create value together and get something done. We can now raise money for a worthy cause on Kickstarter or Funding Circle. We can share ideas through near-ubiquitous Internet, mobile, and 3G access, via vehicles like Dropbox or wikis. Even language no longer presents a barrier, given the widespread availability of free translation tools.

			Technology is the mechanism that now makes it easy enough, fast enough, cheap enough, and efficient enough to gather together people who share a purpose and galvanize them to act. It has also made possible a major shift in how we organize to create scale. Before the rise of the Internet, most people had to join a large organization—business, military, religious, governmental, or nonprofit—to attain the position and power that could enable them to change the world. That typically meant “fitting in” to a given organizational culture. New, fresh, and original ideas—born of different “onlys”—tend not to thrive in these contexts. Despite all the love talk in our culture toward disruptive ideas, they are more often viewed as unruly and untamed and so are easily targeted and killed within organizations, which also tend to avoid hiring genuine rebels, misfits, and black sheep.

			Today, networks offer a new way to get things done. Any collection of people can pursue ideas together without organizational authority or hierarchies.* When value creation is institutional and hierarchical, the vast majority of people are treated as cogs, dispensable and replaceable. But when value creation is networked, the distinct ideas, judgments, and decision making of individual players—you and I—matter more as the fundamental building blocks of value creation. This seems the ultimate game changer: While organizations and hierarchies continue to serve many useful purposes, we no longer need them to attain big goals.

			MORE WHERE THAT CAME FROM

			Watching my husband do the seemingly impossible from his red-checkered armchair made me ever more aware of other seemingly powerless people achieving comparably remarkable results. And the more I observed, the more clear the fundamental scope became.

			Could it be that there was a new power at hand?

			A new way in, even for seemingly wild ideas?

			At last, a path for ideas born of our “one wild and precious life” to have a shot?

			For many years and in the course of two books, I’ve explored how breakthrough ideas are discovered and valued, and why doing so is important. My first book examined how that process occurs within the context of firms. My second argued that value creation could increasingly come from outside the perimeter of the organization, so the key to success wasn’t being competitive but, rather, being collaborative, including ideas from anywhere. That’s where I first introduced the onlyness thesis, arguing it would be centrally important in an ideas-based, creative economy. So I have long been advocating that ideas do and can (and should) come from anywhere, and from anyone.

			In The Power of Onlyness, I’ve pursued a new set of questions. First, instead of continuing to study firm-centric examples, where I was effectively pleading, cajoling, and convincing leaders to let new ideas in, I’ve now focused on the compelling forces of change: the ideas themselves. This led me to different domains, including education, filmmaking, coworking spaces, social justice, and, yes, even business. Despite dropping the jargon of innovation, the stories that follow embody innovation to their core by showing exactly how new ideas turn into new realities. Second, because the power of the person bringing an idea can either liberate or limit that idea, how to change those power dynamics became key to understand. That meant asking how new ideas can emerge and scale despite the relatively low power status of those who have them. What are their strategies, and what are the precise reasons why those strategies work? And how can others emulate them?

			What became clear after researching nearly three hundred dent makers is that there is a new path forward. Studying these people taught me a lot about how ideas can start out small yet make a huge dent. This book tells twenty or so of their stories. These accounts are personally inspiring and, at the same time, highly instructive. Each illustrates useful principles and practices, independent of story and place, and my hope is that together they will serve as a guidebook for you that is both practical and motivating.

			All of these stories reveal how ordinary people who would once have been unable to make a dent in the world have done so by acting from their purpose, finding meaningful allies, and then mobilizing many to act as one. Among them are:

			
					André Delbecq, a former business school dean. Delbecq pursued a question that was downright heresy in the business curriculum: Can faith be taught alongside the pursuit of fortune? His quest instantiated a completely new field of study: spirituality in business.

					Franklin Leonard, a twentysomething binge-watching film lover who began a Hollywood career at the lowest level, yet got the entire industry to reconsider how scripts were picked to become films.

					Talia Milgrom-Elcott, who with a staff of only ten has managed to mobilize hundreds of organizations to train a hundred thousand STEM (science, technology, engineering, and math) teachers in ten years, establishing the kind of learning and risk-taking context required for people to solve previously unsolvable problems.

			

			While each story is different—spanning young and old, low tech and high, novices and experts, ranging across the world and a variety of subjects and types of dent—each demonstrates how, because of onlyness, new ideas end up getting their shot to make a difference. No matter what the person’s age, or gender, or color, or so on, the ideas had a shot. To reshape industries. To advance agendas. To right wrongs. To invent things. To address age-old problems. To simply get things done. These stories not only give us hope but show us a pathway to the future.

			Wild dreams now end up making a difference. They show us that it is possible for each of us to do the same, but only if we know how. This is where The Power of Onlyness, this book, fits in.

			
			
		

	
		
			PART I


			Your Dent

			The Power of Your Own Meaning

			This book is organized in three sections.

			
					Part I, “Your Dent,” explains why your “only” matters and how it is not a path to loneliness but instead the way to be powerfully connected.

					Part II describes the power of us, not only how to find your co-denters but why having this tribe to belong to is crucially important, for your ideas to have a shot.

					Part III, “Denting,” explores how many can act as one to achieve productive results without sacrificing the individual meaning that starts the journey.

			

			While onlyness is not about your personal brand, or even your ego, it does start with you. To build and use networked power, you must organize around a shared purpose, a common meaning. So until you understand what matters to you—and, more importantly, why—you can never really and truly command this power.

			In chapter 2, the example of Kimberly Bryant reveals why you must own all of you, even the parts others disparage, and what it takes to make meaning from your history and experiences, visions, and hopes. I’ll also share a personal experience that shows why the brand of you isn’t the point. The account of Zach Wahls and his friends illustrates why onlyness isn’t lonely but uniting. In chapter 3, the story of André Delbecq demonstrates how to discover your own power by chasing a question even if you don’t know where it leads. Charlie Guo shows us why focusing on oneself, and not one’s purpose, limits what is possible. And Cindy Gallop shows how the simple act of speaking one’s own truth is a powerful way to find your dent to make.

			All these stories show how real people in their everyday lives go about adding their value to the world. They aren’t polished-up, glossy magazine–type accounts but stories of people like you and me: complicated yet courageous, flawed yet perfect, in progress and yet already making a dent. Because they’ve groped their way along, fumbling in the unknown and dark spaces, falling over things as they progress, experiencing bruises and bumbles, their stories offer us a light switch and ways to navigate our own spaces.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2


			Starts with You

			Fitting in is the greatest barrier to belonging.

			—BRENÉ BROWN

			KIMBERLY BRYANT: REDESIGNING THE GAME

			As she dropped off her twelve-year-old daughter at a coding camp for gamers, Kim Bryant became aware that, despite the bucolic setting of the Stanford University campus, things might not go smoothly for Kai. Although there were thirty kids in Kai’s class and two hundred in the overall program, Kim was able to count the total number of girls enrolled “with my fingers and toes.” And, she noticed, “the class was pretty white, too. Lily white.”

			Her response to this observation started Kim on her dent: to change the world of tech to include more people like her daughter.

			“Follow your passion” is the advice that is so often given to new graduates, job seekers, and aspiring entrepreneurs. But what if what you care about is something that seems to concern no one else, or seems too small or inconsequential? Do you ignore it? As we’ll see in Kim’s story, to make a big dent, you don’t have to have a big idea. Your idea can be quite small, or even dismissed by others—but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t matter.

			THE ONLY ONE

			Talking over dinner at the end of the weeklong camp, Kai told her mom that the teacher gave a lot more attention to the boys and that many times her own questions were dismissed out of hand. “They didn’t mentor or encourage the kids in the class equally,” Kai said. Already a passionate gamer, she had lots of ideas but was treated as an irrelevant novice.

			“I’d seen a light in her eyes that I didn’t want to see put out prematurely,” Kim recalls. Like all parents, she wanted to encourage her child to follow her interests, and show her that her questions mattered.

			That night, after Kai was in bed, Kim’s engineering mind got busy thinking about ways to address the situation. Her first thought was to send a few of Kai’s friends with her to change the ratio at the next camp. It wouldn’t be cheap, but Kim’s tech job enabled her to afford the fifteen-hundred-dollar-per-kid tuition to keep Kai from being the “only one” in her situation. Then, Kim had another, even better idea.

			Before we get to that, though, ask yourself this question: What would you do if you were faced with Kim’s situation?

			You could simply ignore it. You could conclude that engineering or coding might not actually be a good fit for your child, and if it is, she’ll find another way in. You could seek an alternative, either in a similar camp elsewhere or a different type of camp altogether. You could volunteer at the camp and attempt to change its approach and equally encourage all kids who enroll, regardless of gender or race.

			How you respond to a situation like this—a challenge, a new situation, something that bothers you—depends very much on who you are, what you care about, and why.

			So let’s understand who Kim is, through a few stories.

			I first met Kim at a conference on a cold day in Boston, and she was talking about southern cooking. She described herself as a “down-home girl,” and when I asked her what exactly that meant to her, she responded with a question of her own.

			“Do you know Memphis?” she asked. “Growing up there had an indelible impact on my life because of its history, a history that is not so pretty. MLK’s assassination in Memphis made me realize that there are some things worth dying for. And, to be clear, I’m from North Memphis. Not many role models there. Not too many kids got out.”

			Our origins are part of our heritage. This is not to say that we’re defined by our pasts but, rather, that the context of our particular background shapes what we notice and respond to, which in turn makes us who we are today. Kim’s “only” has been deeply influenced by growing up in North Memphis and what she believes is worth fighting for.

			Kim beat the odds by being accepted at Vanderbilt University as an engineering major, which ultimately led her to experience being portrayed as a rebel on the front page of a national newspaper.

			“The thing is,” Kim explains, “I was almost always the only brown or black person when I went to school. Almost always the only woman in class.” She loved math, science, and related subjects yet felt deeply alone in those courses, which may have accounted for the fact that her freshman-year grades were dismal—culminating in a 1.3 grade point average (GPA).

			But she found friends in the black student union, which was “one of the few places on campus where I felt I really belonged.” As a result, Kim got involved in student activism. Vanderbilt was still invested in South Africa, and she and her friends wanted to end apartheid, so they took part in protest marches, spoke to provosts, wrote a manifesto, and implored the president of the university to make changes in the school’s policy.

			At one point, USA Today and the Wall Street Journal showed up on campus and took photos, and Kim’s activism was displayed on the front page for her mother to see. “My mom was seriously worried,” Kim notes. “She kept thinking my scholarship might get revoked.” Throughout Kim’s life she had been advised not to challenge convention because someone might be upset by it. Her grandmother straightened her kinky hair at the stove with a hot comb so she could look more “appropriate,” more respectable. Doing only that which others expect of you, or from you, was a strategy taught to Kim to protect her. She was torn between her desire to be a part of the solution to the injustice she saw and her mother’s advice to conform. “I heard her, I swear I did. But I also knew it was important to say something, to do something.” Her efforts paid off, as Kim and her friends ultimately swayed Vanderbilt’s administration. It was one of the first schools in the world to shift its investment strategies in response to apartheid, joining with others deeply connected in purpose to foster change in South Africa.

			Kim’s success gave her resolve on the academic front. She hit the books, making up for lost time. By the time she completed her BS in electrical engineering, with a computer science minor, she had earned enough As and Bs to boost her GPA from nearly failing to a solid B.

			TWOFER

			After Kim graduated, she landed a solid job at Westinghouse, and then an even better one at DuPont. She remembers thinking she had “survived school, mastered college, and then arrived, in a capital-A kind of way, in a profession my mother could only have dreamt of for me, and that I would finally have a peer group and would feel less lonely.” She was the exceptional person who “got out” of North Memphis; she thought it meant real change.

			Her DuPont manager introduced her to the team by saying: “With Kimberly coming on, we got a twofer,” meaning that they hired both a woman and a person of color. Her deepest hope that her ideas, and not her color, would matter was already being squashed. What had been highlighted was her being different in a way that simply limited what was possible for her.

			The effect of being the “only one” is well known. In 1977, change expert and Harvard Business School professor Rosabeth Moss Kanter did a study that showed that when individuals are members of a group that represents less than 15 percent of the total, they experience three things that constrain their ideas.* First, they feel highly watched and thus have a burden of performance pressure. Second, they feel isolated and excluded from social settings (which is where relationships and trust are built) that would enable them to succeed. Third, they feel tremendous pressure to assimilate to the group’s norms. Kanter described this tokenism as difference being allowed in, but in such a small amount as to never affect the power structures.1 People who are “firsts,” “onlys,” or “the exception to the rule” feel this effect. And what it means is that they are more likely to adapt to the context rather than dent it to reflect their own ideas.

			While demographics like age, gender, race, and sexual orientation don’t negatively affect the quality of ideas, being a token in an organization does, because what is noticed first is different rather than that idea that we need to study to see if it can take us into the future. It’s no surprise, then, that Kim was so sensitive to Kai’s being the “only black girl” in the coding camp. Nearly twenty years have passed since the “twofer” comment, and little has changed regarding women in technology. If anything, the situation has only gotten worse.*

			WHEN DO YOU SCREAM NO?

			Although Kim’s introduction at DuPont underscored her separateness, she was still very proud to have been hired there. Her employer provided some good benefits, including mentoring for new hires. Kim’s assigned mentor was another female engineer about ten years older than her.

			After Kim had been at the company for a while, she identified a role she wanted to move into: “It was only a rung or two above my relatively entry-level one, but I could see myself growing in that direction.” At her next mentor meeting, she brought up the idea. “I want to be an area manager in a few years. What do you think I should be doing now to prepare?” she asked. It was a standard, well-reasoned question to ask of a mentor. She hoped she could get advice on what to study, what soft skills to develop, or how she might volunteer in her spare time.

			Instead, her mentor told her, “You can never achieve that. No, not you. You will not be that.”

			Surprisingly, or perhaps entirely unsurprisingly, this only made Kim more determined. But it wasn’t just her resolve that mattered. Her ability to choose a response—to decide for herself what to accept and what to deny—was a key skill, not only for navigating her life but also as a way to unlock her capacity. To choose a response is to reject the belief that we are at the mercy of others and not in control of what happens to us. While we may not be responsible for much of what occurs in our lives, we are completely responsible for our reaction to it.

			“It only made me want to prove her wrong,” Kim recalls. “It was crushing at some level, but at the same time not crushing because I refused to believe it as true.” She vowed to herself, “I will be bigger than you can imagine for me; I will be as big as I can prove to myself to be.” Within five years she had actually risen beyond the level her mentor had told her was unachievable. She clearly remembers reaching that higher position in the organization and thinking, So there.

			Often, when our inner voice loudly screams no, we learn something about ourselves. We glimpse a vision of what else is possible, even if it’s something that’s never been done before.

			KIM’S DENT

			These four aspects of Kim’s character—Down-Home Girl, Rebel on the Front Page, Twofer, and Saying No to the Mentor—inform and shape how she came to her dent: how, in 2011, she enabled Kai to learn coding when her daughter didn’t fit in to the cultural pattern or bias surrounding what coders look like.

			She began by designing course work in her spare time, then borrowed old and used laptops so she could bring Kai and four of her friends together to encourage their curiosity and create a context for learning. With those first five kids, ages six to thirteen, gathered around the kitchen table, she began to close the digital divide for girls of color. Kai was not only supportive but was visibly proud of her mom. This project brought them closer together.

			“At some level, I thought the situation Kai faced would be different than what I faced,” Kim explained. “But there’s still a dearth of African American women in science, technology, engineering, and math professions . . . an absence that cannot be explained by, say, lack of interest in these fields.” In her design, Kim knew that it was not “enough to create change for just one person,” because that would only perpetuate the existing culture. “The pipeline fails because of the leaking of that pipe and the unwelcoming culture that pipe flows into.” Kim’s own experience taught her that she needed to create change on a larger scale. “By enabling many kids, there are enough people like you joining alongside you, thus changing the culture.”

			It mattered to her as a mother, too, as jobs in STEM fields pay well enough to raise a family. As a single mom herself, and the child of a single mom, Kim is one of the 56 percent* of black women who are single parents. “Black women are the only things holding the black community together. Having a job that allows you to support your family on one income is the way you hold your head high. It gives dignity while also giving opportunity.”

			Even the name Kim chose for her organization was a sign of her intention to change the game. “Using the word ‘black’ scared me a little at first. Too many people see that word and see it as a negative,” Kim says. She asked a fellow attendee at the BlogHer conference for advice. Analisa, a Filipina entrepreneur, appreciated the challenge immediately. Kim recalls the moment when Analisa “stopped shuffling what she had been looking at, looked straight at me, and said, ‘It’s what you’re trying to do for your community, so call it that.’”

			Don’t let others define it for you. You define it—even if you need to redefine it.

			“Am I worried it’s too bold?” says Kim about the name of the organization. She pauses a minute and then responds, “It needs to be. We sow new seeds, create new paths, and from now on, the rules are different. It’s a new game; it’s what we do, not what we hope to do.”

			The very design of Black Girls Code (BGC) opens up opportunities to celebrate the onlyness of all its participants. While it started out as a side project, as so many “dents” do, it quickly grew as other moms started chapters for their own girls. As of January 2016, the group has chapters in seven US cities as well as one in Johannesburg, South Africa. More than seven thousand girls from ages six to seventeen have learned skills like robotics, video game design, app development, and computer programming.

			An estimated 1.4 million new coding jobs will be available by 2020,2 creating a pivotal moment in economic history. “These are the most lucrative careers of our economies,” Kim observes, “for which women of color and women in general are being bypassed. That has got to change.” By 2040, Kim aims to teach one million girls to code.

			Nyatche Martha of Orange, New Jersey, was twelve when she attended a BGC hackathon camp. The experience taught her that “you can put anything that is in your head, something that you see needs to be created, and then make that something that anyone can use.”3 Nyatche describes succinctly what happens when onlyness thrives: the very capacity to participate fully affects the outcome. New ways to address old problems are found, entirely novel ways of approaching issues change the status quo, and solutions to problems that were previously ignored can now be reconsidered and possibly make a dent.

			One BGC participant designed an app to show incidents of violence in her city. Everyone who uses it—moms, teachers, other kids—can drop a pin on a map to show where groups of troublemakers are hanging out or where drug deals are going down, which helps all the other kids walk home safely. Another app created at BGC was an inventory system for local food banks.

			Imagine a world where a lot more of us can solve the problems we see or build something only we can imagine.

			Progress for one person ought to drive progress for many, but it so often ends up meaning that just one person succeeds, often despite the odds—like Kim, a “lucky one” who was exceptional. Having one person at a time triumph doesn’t change things for the rest of us; it doesn’t shift the status quo. We need a new pathway—indeed, a new power—for more ideas to count, not to be the rare exception. If only a few ideas are valued, the wealth of many humans is lost. The question of what is created depends on who has a place at the table.

			Kim describes this phenomenon as “code or be coded”: Either shape the world to include your ideas or be relatively invisible in it. Kim’s unlocking what mattered to her led her to find people with whom she could make her dent, and that gathering of people in turn started to unlock the power of many others. This is the flywheel of change set in motion, endowing the world with more variety and creativity and inviting more of us to act out of our purpose to create a cascade of remarkable consequences.

			CLAIMING IT

			What can Kim’s story teach us about how we find our own path?

			First, claiming your spot is not just about recounting one’s history and experience, but about defining what that history and experience have come to mean to you. What did you say no (or yes) to, whom did you decide to support or reject, and what did you decide to persist with, despite pressures to stop? When Kim rejected her mother’s advice and kept protesting against apartheid, that was a decision. When she studied hard enough to start getting As in her engineering classes, that, too, was a decision. When she saw that Kai was struggling, deciding to do something to help her was a decision. If she had made the decision not to act, that, too, would have been a choice. These decisions define and form your puzzle piece into its own distinct shape.

			Second, what surrounds you affects you. Your particular context teaches you about the world and shapes you, just as Vanderbilt, Memphis, DuPont, and the groups of people she met in those places set the context for Kim’s only. It’s popular, especially in Western cultures, for people to think of themselves as “self-made,” but their full selves are actually built by and shaped by interactions with others.* Compared to any other being, we humans spend the longest amount of time in childhood,* during which we learn from others and how to become like others, benefiting from the inventions and creativity of previous generations. But those who share an identical context don’t end up exactly the same. Nicholas Christakis, a Yale professor, has offered an analogy that explains how people can have similar experiences yet be so different.4 He points out that both pencil lead (graphite) and diamonds are composed of carbon. But their constituent atoms have been exposed to different degrees of heat or pressure, which affects how they connect to their neighboring atoms. Similarly, another individual who might have had a similar context in Memphis or at Vanderbilt wouldn’t have noticed what Kim did or interpreted it the way she did.

			Which brings us to the third lesson of claiming one’s only: valuing your full self, even those parts that others might disparage. You will need the confidence to say no to those who attempt to define something that is inherently yours. When someone tries to define your worth based on a group stereotype—in Kim’s case, for example, her racial and gender identities—you must recognize it as a trap and resist. All of us confront stereotypical group narratives that have nothing to do with our actual individual passions and interests. A woman who is told she is “more collaborative” than men might find herself fighting her own nature if she’s not naturally collaborative. A man who is expected to be the family breadwinner might repress how much he wants to be a stay-at-home dad. A young person who is told she can’t possibly know enough to contribute might find herself frustrated because she in fact has a great passion and creativity in a given area. It takes a certain strength of character to value yourself for who you are, as you are. Growing up, for example, I was told my role—as a girl, an Indian, and a Muslim—was to serve my family, so when I wanted something for myself that my family challenged, it was nearly impossible to claim what I thought mattered.

			And to those of you who have had things happen to you that you wish hadn’t—your parents divorced, you were bullied as a kid, you’ve had cancer, your family was poor, your spouse abused you—you may feel a sense of unworthiness, that you (and therefore your ideas) don’t matter. But these circumstances are not inadequacies. There may even be a beauty in the brokenness. Japanese potters use a technique called kintsukuroi (“golden mend”), a method of repair that involves a lacquer resin laced with gold, so that the site of the break is not hidden but made beautiful, the flaw becoming part of the object’s worth. Through kintsukuroi the brokenness becomes a record of an event in the life of an object rather than the cause of its destruction.5 Acceptance of what has happened is not the same as acquiescence; things can still be fixed. But to deny your own experiences, whether something happened to you or you made a mistake, is to deny a part of yourself, of your fullness, and thus limits the source of your creativity, ideas, and perspectives.

			To claim yourself as whole is to assert your own value—not because everything about you is perfect but because it is all perfectly

			
			
			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

				
			

			
			
			
			
			FROM THAT SPOT WHERE ONLY YOU STAND . . .
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