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  The life journeys I have always treasured the most were those of my wife and children. 




All I ever wanted in life was to be their sidekick and not let them down. I learned, and I experienced; all I wanted was to be able to share my learnings to support them in the optimization of their personal journeys. 




This book is dedicated to Nancy, Lindsay, Jared, Alec, Wyatt, Brandon, Rachel, and Niki. With love, respect, deep affection and admiration.







  
    
      Definition of iconoclast: 




a person who challenges beliefs and practices that are widely accepted.


    

    
      


The World According to Jack
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  Foreword



My first memory of the author, Jack Cohen, dates back more than four decades when we were both students at Stanford University. Even then, Jack demonstrated a propensity for offering career advice when he suggested I leverage my experience as a reporter for the Stanford Daily to one day launching my own company. He even came up with the name: I Write. In fact, I did write, for several years, as a business reporter. And true to the subtitle of this book, over the past four-plus decades since matriculating from our shared alma mater, I have pursued what has felt like “infinite possibilities” over the course of my career, with Jack continuing to play a significant influence as a dear friend, client, and champion. 

Today I wear two hats: as an academic teaching at a top ten US university and as the principal of my own consulting firm offering a range of leadership and organizational development services. Both roles have required me to pour through hundreds of academic studies on leadership and professional development as well as be current on the plethora of popular books with titles touting the next miracle drug for career success. 

Being more than conversant with this field, I can safely state The Freedom Frameworks joins a very crowded party with an impressive guest list of thought leaders. You need only to walk through any airport terminal to spot dozens of kiosks with the latest New York Times best sellers promoting get-ahead strategies to climb the proverbial corporate ladder. From Spencer Johnson’s classic Who Moved My Cheese? to Marshall Goldsmith’s best seller What Got You Here Won’t Get You There, there is no shortage of career self-help books.

Thankfully, The Freedom Frameworks breathes new life into this genre and makes its own unique contribution. Jack is the first to admit/point out his frameworks come from his own experiences and professional sweat equity. The “empirical evidence” stems from forty-three years of his impressive career as a maverick in commercial real estate finance, supplemented by his role as a father and husband. The lessons he imparts were hard won.

While the book title is paid off through charming self-effacing stories, rich metaphors, practical tips, and reflection to wrap up each chapter, the subtitle hints at the most potent message: achieving career independence on your own terms. Imagine the infinite possibilities. 

Throughout the book, Jack puts sharp teeth into what has become a hackneyed term. How often are graduate students and young professionals told they have infinite possibilities, only to experience setbacks, failures, and disappointments without a playbook to respond. Jack provocatively points to our “demons” as forces that demand our reckoning.

Each chapter explores an aspect of achieving freedom within the context of professional fulfillment. The structure facilitates insight, learning, and action. In particular, the device used to wrap up each section—Quick Takes and Bringing It All Together—serves as a breadcrumb of sorts for the reader.

A few that hit home for me include the counsel to focus less on outcomes and pay closer attention to the source activities that will lead to the outcomes. His related idea that the pull energy from our future vision is more potent than the push energy we impose on ourselves to reach our goals. Another fan favorite (I am clearly a fan!) is the simple wisdom of being reliable. Consistently having someone’s back (and front) is a character trait that serves us well, regardless of our age and stage.

Throughout this enjoyable and entertaining quick read, Jack pays homage to his own superhero: Batman. As the founder of Darkknight Ventures, Jack has taken the storied legend of Batman to heart. He brings us into his bat cave and invites us to examine the state of our own Gotham City. In addition to Batman, Tarzan, Curious George, and other characters make an appearance to underscore the point of the chapter. 

What really distinguishes this book from so many others in the genre is the vulnerability exuded and anecdotes shared by the author. While there are ample examples from Jack’s vast experience in commercial real estate, some of the most poignant and powerful lessons learned came through interactions with his children. I found myself internalizing many of the ideas, insights, and tips through the lens of a parent as much as I did as a professional. 

In his note, Jack says of the book: If it accelerates your success or helps you through a rough patch, I’m pleased. There is no doubt in my mind that both sides of that equation will prove out. Personally, I can attest to the fact that my slope of growth has been accelerated by Freedom Frameworks. You’ll have to read until at least chapter 9 to fully appreciate the reference.




Dr. Aleen Bayard, CEO/Founder of Transformative Consulting (aleenbayard.com)







  Preface



A Note from Jack

I have always loved superheroes—none more so than Batman. Unlike all the others with super strength, X-ray vision, or other supernatural abilities, Batman didn’t have any superpowers. He was just a man, albeit an iconoclast, with a mission. 

Bruce Wayne was inspired to serve and protect the people of Gotham through an alter ego. He created a new vision from his current reality to his intended future with a transition plan that included going rogue. Blessed with intellectual and economic resources, he leveraged those resources to invent new technologies and equip himself with tools that, when affixed to his utility belt, offered him an edge. Over time, he optimized his greatest asset, himself, becoming an expert deploying his tools and leveraging himself into excellence to fulfill his vision of helping others in need of support. 

Batman believed in the good of humanity and wanted to help the citizens of Gotham optimize their journey and be free to get home safely in the dark of night. This Dark Knight metaphor has served as the ideal metaphor for my mentor capital and consulting business, my private holding company, Darkknight Ventures LLC (www.DarkknightVentures.net). 

I believe it’s okay, perhaps even required, to have an iconoclastic, even rogue, mindset (not being an effect of societal and corporate norms) that is true to your belief system and that allows you to think and act differently from the conventional norm in order to achieve your dreams. This nonconformist position and thought process is less about what others think and more about what you would like to accomplish no matter what others think, believe, know, and do. 

Like Batman, I too, desire and excel when I’m experiencing personal freedom. I believe that freedom is a mindset that everyone can cultivate and embody. I am talking about the kind of freedom that allows an individual to pursue their dreams. This book is a collection of frameworks that answer how people can start from the context of freedom and tactically optimize their journey. Any journey. My hope with this book is to supply you with some tools to equip yourself in your individual mission.

I have spent more than forty-three years as a business professional, entrepreneur, manager (hired from outside a firm’s ecosystem), consultant, investor, and operator, primarily in the commercial real estate finance industry. During that time, and as a lifetime learner who has acquired many skills, experiences, and relationships—good, bad, memorable, and forgettable ones—I have collected a useful set of tools consisting of frameworks, sound bites, stories, and experiences that are holstered in my utility belt. 

My mission with this book is to share many of those tools. Each tool will optimize the most valuable asset you have—you—and collectively, become your Freedom Frameworks. 

While I hope you don’t find it cheesy, I could not resist using the Dark Knight metaphor as a backdrop to explain some of these tools and mindsets. 

However, Batman’s ideas and ideals were not enough. Innovative tools created and applied appropriately were required to accelerate Bruce Wayne and Batman’s success. These tools added leverage for his efforts, which delivered more effective power than he could have mustered through his own willpower. So, too, for us mere mortals. 

I come from a place of having learned and experienced so that I may teach others, in hopes of helping you experience more of the freedom you seek in your life. In this book’s context, I’m referring to career independence. Still, whether professionally, personally, individually, or for the familial, we could all use a strategic advantage—or edge—to help us evolve to epic levels. And that is what this book is about.

Life isn’t linear. As John Lennon once said, “Life is what happens when you are busy making other plans.” My dad used to say, “Man plans; God laughs.” Louis Pasteur once said that “chance favors the prepared mind.” Although we can prepare ourselves to achieve an optimal outcome, rarely can we anticipate what we will need to become in the future. We need to be fluid with our skill sets, possess unconscious competence everywhere we can, and be ready for the unexpected challenge. With this in mind, I’ve outlined various tools that are more generically applied than specifically and, therefore, will need to be available for use broadly. 

As you consider reading on, I confess that I have zero expectation that every reader will pick up and use every framework. In fact, not every framework will speak to, or resonate with, every reader. Please feel free to be a selective learner here. I offer you a curated collection of frameworks that I have developed or acquired along my journey that work for me. My journey is unique to me. As your journey is unique to you. But I believe these frameworks are universal. Therefore, my hope is that you find and embrace the framework(s) that help you effectively optimize your journey. 

I did attempt to organize the book the way I would use the frameworks as a practitioner. You, as a learner, can do whatever works best for you. To help accelerate the process, at the end of each chapter, I offer my “Quick Takes” (as in take-home value) and final thoughts attempting to bring it all together for you. 

Although I’ve shared a few stories and details from my life, this book is not intended to flatter me. Rather, if consultants offer answers, and coaches offer questions, as a mentor I see myself as having had decades worth of seemingly interesting and varied experiences that could be valuable and relevant for a young and old professional to learn from. Consider my sharing as a scouting report about life’s tendencies and how to prepare for them.

If a sound bite resonates with you, if a framework becomes a tool you can put to work, if a story causes you to laugh or merely relate, then I have accomplished the outcome that I desired. I tried to write a book that’s not about “shoulding,” as in “you should do this or that.” Instead, I want to help you make decisions for yourself. I’m going to share lessons I’ve learned and advice I’ve been given to share with you. Feel free to adapt or ignore any you wish. 

These Freedom Frameworks come from hardened lessons born from life experiences in a changing world while I was evolving from a young professional to where I am today. You will notice that my laboratory, or bat cave, has been the commercial real estate capital markets. I fervently hope that you will agree that it doesn’t really matter what industry you’re in or where I learned the hard lessons. As a self-proclaimed iconoclast, I’m confident any, or all, of these universal frameworks have the potential to add significant value to your career journey.

My dream is that at one moment in your future, maybe when you least expect it, a situation on your path presents itself when you (much like Batman) can reach into your utility belt or toolbox and find something that gives you the edge you need at that moment to bypass the challenge and reach your desired outcome. If it accelerates your success or helps you through a rough patch, I am pleased. That’s where we’re heading.




Jack M. Cohen, June 2024
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  Dreams vs. Demons

  
  




I’m all out of dreams, I thought to myself. 

Despite a relatively prosperous career in commercial real estate finance, at the relatively young age of sixty-six and armed with a strident belief that I’d be vibrant and working well into my nineties, I felt a malaise hovering like a dark cloud over Gotham. Something wasn’t right. I feared that I had lost my ambitious drive. I felt untethered from any deeply anchored aspiration, and it was scary.

Like any hard-working, high-energy striving professional, I decided that I had to find a dream that mattered to work on. In desperation, I spent days trying to think of a new dream or else I feared I would live in a state of irrelevant mediocrity, going through the motions without any purpose. Each new idea failed to stick. For one reason or another I repeatedly kept ruling out options because I told myself they simply wouldn’t work. Despite being a self-proclaimed striver committed to seeking many different forms of success, I couldn’t find any traction. Anywhere. 

Worse yet, I started to believe that my next twenty-five years would be void of an aspirational dream to pursue.

After a listless week, I finally caught myself out of the free fall. My experience reached out its hand to save me from ignominy. One thought occurred: Is the problem that I don’t have a dream worth fighting for, or is the problem that my own personal demons are creeping up from my subconscious to hold me back and keep me shackled to my current reality?

Life throws us many curve balls. Some seem random; others, in the end, we find out were self-induced. Are demons circuit breakers installed for safety purposes? Or can our demons actually serve us? 

An executive coach I was once working with at the time, Delynn Copley, once told me that our ways (good and bad) help us get to where we are today. But sometimes we need to evolve beyond those ways (and change/adapt) to get down the road further. In other words, be willing to embrace, and prepare for, change! To achieve career or economic independence, we have to recognize one simple, yet profound reality: Change is inevitable. More than that, it’s required. We need to change to evolve. To continually adapt to the times, the situation, and to remake ourselves based on our inventory of skills and experiences. 

However, beware. Our demons will evolve along the way as well. Resistance (demons surfacing and pushing back on our taking action on our dreams) never goes away. Resistance is friction; friction creates heat. Heat fuels the fire and frees us to make our dreams a reality.

I posit that the superhero Batman had his dreams and demons. He dreamed of a safer city where citizens could enjoy life without being undermined by the constant threat of crime. Yet, he often wondered if he, a mere mortal, could make a difference. He had to embrace his dream and manage his demons so he could succeed at elevating his potential. 


Dream While Facing Demons

What is a dream? I define it as a desire for a specific and particularly personal and intended future, which I will discuss in more detail in the next chapter. How about a demon? It surfaces when we (potentially) mischaracterize a current reality (as a fear) and further compound the misperception into an uncertain future. This mischaracterization then seems to paralyze us and hold us back. 

The truth is that if we stopped and took inventory of our journey to date, with various ups and downs to reminisce about, we all could see periods of our lives where we indeed were living our dream—and had an edge over our demons. The reverse we can see was also true; our demons can keep us from our dreams. 

I generally believe I am a happy and positive person. I have been living my dream. And I continue to believe I am fully capable of being a valuable contributor to society and those around me until I die (another twenty-five years, I can only hope). But my demons started to rise when I consider my messages in this book: Have I really achieved what I wanted to achieve? To whom am I relevant to? Are my experiences, skills, talents, and assets useful any longer? Is my run over? Is it time to go home? Retire? Am I simply no longer of any good use to anyone?

We can be launched by our dreams or grounded by our demons. The question then becomes, do we have the self-awareness to turbocharge our dreams and take action while fighting off our demons? This can be the difference between success or failure. 


The good news is that we get to decide what our own definition of success can look like.


Many people will say that they dream of accumulating wealth yet have no real idea what they’ll do with it. I’d argue that what most of us really want is to find the love of our lives, our soul mate, build a family that exudes our shared belief system, afford a home and a nice car or two, take vacations, pay for healthcare and education, buy gifts for our loved ones, and, once in a blue moon, buy toys. Hasn’t it already been said that the difference between men and boys is the price of their toys? That’s a perfectly valid dream. 

Some dream of changing the world for the better. That’s a good one too. Maybe you dream of a promotion or a new career. The fun part about dreams is that there is no “sell by date” or limit to their numbers. And it’s fair and okay that our dreams also can change over time as we evolve. 

Our childhood dreams drastically changed when we hit puberty and just dreamed of having a date for the prom. That’s okay too. The point? Dare to dream without holding onto your demons. Conversely, face your demons while holding onto your dreams. 

* * *

Remember when Batman was surrounded by bad guys who were capable of giving him a beating? Instead of risking injury, he reached for his utility belt and pulled out a gun that could shoot out a grappling hook. He pointed it up and fired off a hook attached to a monofilament wire that, once secured at a higher elevation, would activate a powerful motorized-pulley system that gave him a quick ascent to a higher point, such as a rooftop, to escape the threat. (And gain a different perspective!) 

We need a metaphorical grappling hook to carry us higher than our demons. We need tools to overcome resistance. 

Self-awareness is the place to start.

To rise above our demons, it’s imperative we learn to identify them. 

For example, the most common fear shared by most humans is public speaking. I’d guess one of the demons could be fear of embarrassment. Forgetting what to say. Saying something wrong. Stage fright! Nobody likes to be embarrassed, but now that we identify the fear, we can face it. And prepare for it. 

For some reason, we humans gravitate toward worst-case scenarios without really thinking it through. You may have heard that fear can be an acronym for False Expectations Appearing Real. To counter this, I believe we need to scrutinize fear and reduce it by ballooning it into parody. 

Is being embarrassed irreparable? No. Will being embarrassed provide valuable experience? Absolutely. Will the audience truly shame you? Probably not. I’ve found that others appreciate the speaker who unintentionally fails and does something embarrassing. 

Sometime between 2006 and 2009, when my company at the time, Cohen Financial, was the debt platform for Colliers International, an external consultant and I developed a training program to help salespeople of various products and services with personal positioning and cross-training. Over thirty-nine months, Stew Gall (with Shirlaws, an international consulting firm) and I led fifty-six sessions and trained more than 1,100 commercial real estate professionals, thus creating more than $67 million of newfound revenue. As part of the training, each participant (groups of a dozen or so) had to stand in front of the room and share their “Red Shirt” explaining why they offered a unique selling proposition. I treasured those days, the people I met, the stories we shared.

On one training day, a gentleman stood up to present. He sputtered a few words and then literally keeled over and passed out. He hit the floor. We all rushed to help him up. He gathered his wits and ran from the room. The guy was so embarrassed. Rightly so. 

How did the group respond? We took a break, came back, and started again. Eventually, our colleague returned to the program, watched a few of his colleagues progress through their Red Shirt presentations, and he asked for the floor to try once again. I have never seen energy in a room change so fast and form a supportive shield for a colleague like this. 

When he finished his presentation, the group erupted into cheers. Not only was his Red Shirt the best presentation this group had seen, but all of us were taken and inspired by his courage to fight through his anxiety around stage fright. 

It takes courage to be on stage, and everyone knows it. They pull for you, instead of pulling you down. The next time you speak publicly, confidence goes up. Now, if you let this demon hold you back, you’ll never get on the stage and never evolve into the speaker you want to be. This reminds me of a story. 

My son Jared was in kindergarten or first grade, and he came home excited to tell his mom and me that he had an opportunity to speak in front of the class at school. Before Jared could finish his statement, his mom blurted out, “Wait. What? On stage? What if you don’t look right? Sound right? Say something stupid? Embarrass yourself.”

I was stunned. As a confident public speaker, I said to her, “Honey, you are scaring the crap out of me. Poor Jared, why destroy his fantasy with your reality?” Jared’s mom meant well, she did. But she is afraid of public speaking and her demons took over, and without thinking she was just passing her demons on to her son. (By the way, though she struggled with stage fright, she actually was a very effective speaker at her kids’ bar mitzvahs and wedding.)

It’s unfortunate, but often resistance to our aspirations (triggering our demons) comes in the form of those people closest to us. Family. We love them, and they love us. Out of that love, they can say things they think will help protect us. Maybe they just don’t share our vision and instead pile their demons on top of us to scare us into a holding pattern, even unintentionally. It’s normal to experience resistance. Now you know the threat, and that’s half the battle.

In the 1993 movie Dragon, The Bruce Lee Story, Bruce Lee asked his sifu (teacher) why his own father put him into martial arts at such a young age. The sifu said, “Your father loved you. He was a superstitious man, and as such, felt the devil would come after you. He wanted you to be skilled to defend yourself. However, as with most parents, he never understood that as a parent if you do not tame your demons, you will pass your fears on to your children. His fear was the devil!”

I was on a daddy-son trip with Jared. He couldn’t have been more than four or five. We were in bed watching this Bruce Lee movie. When I heard this line spoken, I put the video on pause and made a note. The next day, Jared, ever so aware, asked me why I stopped the movie and made a note. I repeated the comment and told him it was an “aha moment” for me as a parent. I shared that my father had his demons (that he was either unaware of or in self-denial about) that he unwittingly had passed down to me. I told Jared that I needed to be better than that and conquer my demons, so I didn’t pass them on to him.

Great parenting moment, right? Kinda proud of myself. 

Well, a few days later we got home, and Jared ran out of the car to see his mom. Mom, excited to see her son, was racing to hug him home. Just before contact, Jared stopped short, looked at his mom, and asked, “Mommy, are you working on your demons, so you don’t pass them on to me?”

You guessed it. A fight ensued between Mom and Dad. She wrongfully concluded I was talking bad about her in front of her son. Oh well. No good deed goes unpunished.


F.E.A.R. Can Be Productive

At their core, demons are baked in F.E.A.R. Yet could this mean fear is a liar? Actually, fear can be a productive emotion, if sorted properly. It’s cloaked in an opportunity to breed courage and, ultimately, confidence as we push ourselves to chase skills, to drive growth, and to make progress. Fear of failure is another demon that keeps us stuck in our tracks. But failure









































	Change is inevitable. More than that, it’s required. You can’t grow in a vacuum.

	Dare to dream without holding onto your demons. Conversely, face your demons while holding onto your dreams. 

	We must identify our demons to overcome them.

	Fear can be the most productive emotion. It can be liberating as, and if, you can learn to work with it.
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