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Chapter 1

A Shoe Salesman’s Son at MIT

The son of a brilliant failed entrepreneur learns that anybody who follows a few simple rules can thrive in our new economy

The central building of MIT’s Sloan School of Management is designed to send the powerful signal that it is a place where people look to the future. It is all curved, with steel and glass, with a massive, multistory atrium, marble walls, and a clean, modern look that suggests that it is a temple for the efficient exploration of new technology. I had gone to MIT to meet with Scott Stern, whose official title is “professor, technological innovation, entrepreneurship, and strategic management.”

I had come across Scott while researching a hunch. At NPR’s Planet Money and then at The New York Times Magazine, my job was to report about the economy. During the financial crisis and the years immediately after, much of my work was, frankly, quite depressing. I kept interviewing people whose lives had been devastated, their homes repossessed, their credit shot. I reported on entire industries that had collapsed. Now and then, though, I came across someone who was thriving. Taken together, these were people who didn’t stand out as brilliant or credentialed or well connected. These were regular folks—an accountant in South Carolina, some Amish guys in Ohio, a lesbian couple in Brooklyn, a fellow making brushes on Long Island—who had somehow figured out that the very forces that were wreaking havoc around them also brought new opportunities. Each of them had looked at a traditional and struggling industry and invented a new way of succeeding in it. These were not billionaires or people featured on the covers of magazines or individuals who had become household names, but they were all earning a good living, building wealth, and providing a better life for their families than they had once thought possible.

I read pretty much every business book that becomes well known, and one thing about them has always struck me. Countless books explain how to be the CEO of a massive corporation or how to create a Silicon Valley start-up that will make you unimaginably rich. There are so many books that recount how once-in-a-generation geniuses made their fortune. But there are so few books about the kinds of folks I was discovering, those who looked at a terrifying economy and found a clear path to stability and wealth when, all around them, their peers were anxious. I collected these people; I published stories about some and kept details about others in a file on my computer. Eventually, I had found so many of these folks that I became convinced that this was a widely known trend, and I was the last to learn of it. But as I called around to business school professors and small business associations and thumbed through every book and searched every website I thought could be useful, I found that there didn’t seem to be anybody looking at them.

That is, until I discovered Scott Stern. I was making my hundredth (or was it thousandth?) call to a business school professor in a failing attempt to find someone, anyone, who could explain how regular folks can succeed in this economy. I kept rediscovering the same thing. Business and economics professors don’t, generally, think about this. They have lots of research and advice for people who want to launch billion-dollar start-ups or become heads of banks. They know how to analyze labor market data to identify trends. As a group, though, they don’t have an answer to the question most of us most want them to address: How can a regular person do well in a rapidly changing economy? Then, one day, I was talking to one of these professors and asking this question yet again when the professor said, “Oh, I think Scott knows about this. You should talk to him.”

I wonder how many people have met and quickly dismissed Scott. He looks like he could be cast in a movie as “generic business guy.” He wears the same outfit every day: a white button-down shirt, dark pants, and dark shoes, with a cell phone strapped to his belt. He has neat dark hair (though it becomes unruly when he gets excited, which is often). He could be an accountant, a computer programmer, a dentist.

Scott also has a particular vocal tic that, at first, I found a bit maddening. In the middle of a sentence, he will repeat the same phrase three, four, ten times in a row: “I just mean to say. I just mean to say. I just mean to say.” Or, “I thought it might be helpful. I thought it might be helpful. I thought it might be helpful. I thought it might be helpful.” At our first meeting, I noticed that he would interrupt me when I was in the middle of a sentence, repeating one of his phrases: “I just mean to say. I just mean to say. I just mean to say. I just mean to say. I just mean to say . . .” If you just mean to say something, I thought, then say it! Or let me finish what I was saying.

During that meeting, I almost dismissed Scott. But some instinct told me to stay, be patient, listen. When I got past first impressions, I (like a lot of people) learned that Scott is an exciting, inspiring business thinker. His mind combines nimble experimentation—hurtling all over the place as it explores the contours of a thought—with a tightly focused precision, allowing him to zero in on the core issue and lay it out with granular clarity. The verbal tic, I came to realize, is a sign that the Stern brain machinery is working, the functional equivalent of a blinking light showing that a computer’s hard drive is being accessed. If I wait a bit, let the tic run its course (it takes only a few seconds, even if it seems a lot longer), he will come out with something brilliant.

Having now spent many hours with him, I realize that our most fruitful talks were those that veered quickly and seemingly randomly from topic to topic, open ends left unresolved. I sometimes found these exchanges stimulating but would be frustrated by the lack of a conclusion, assuming that I would soon depart with nothing to take away. What, exactly, did we talk about? How did we get from wondering about McDonald’s all-day-breakfast strategy to that assessment of medieval castle defenses to that story about a former student who now makes clothing? The fact is, though, Scott doesn’t leave these threads unresolved. All of a sudden, he stands up, saying, “I thought it might be helpful. I thought it might be helpful. I thought it might be helpful. I thought it might be helpful.” As he repeats this, he grabs a marker and starts drawing a diagram on a whiteboard. Soon he reveals that we haven’t been having an aimless, wandering bull session. We have been constructing a careful argument, a precise view of the world, one whose logic Scott will then lay out in stunning clarity.

Someone once told me that there are two kinds of geniuses. One is the person who says things you could never have thought of and don’t fully understand after hearing them. That genius reveals the massive gulf between you and him or her. Albert Einstein describing his theory of relativity is the ultimate example. The other type of genius is a person who can take a jumble of confused thoughts and reassemble them so clearly, so simply, that it makes you feel as if you, yourself, are the genius, since you now fully understand something that was in there, in confused form, in your brain, all along. Scott Stern is that second kind of genius.

Scott has done an awful lot in his career. But his most important contribution and the one that makes him an essential part of this book is his most recent. Scott, along with some friends, has revealed the previously unknown rules of entrepreneurship, something that many had thought impossible. This is no small thing. Entrepreneurship has, historically, been the realm of a tiny group of outliers, a brilliant, privileged few who can build new businesses on the force of their will, daring, and access to capital. No more. Scott has shown that entrepreneurship—like swimming or speaking French—can be taught to almost anybody willing to spend some time and expend some effort. If his conclusions are accepted broadly, they might be able to transform the world. How many people continue in jobs they don’t love, working for insufficient wages, because they don’t believe they have the inherent gifts necessary to follow their dreams and take control of their economic lives?

I wonder—as does Scott—if he would have ever unlocked the secret of entrepreneurship if it weren’t for those damn Striker sneakers his dad made him wear. When Scott was in junior high school in the 1980s, his father, in one of his unsuccessful schemes, bought a container load of about ten thousand pairs of sneakers from a factory in Korea at a ridiculously cheap three dollars each and imported them to Long Island. His dad was sure he would sell them quickly. After all, these sneakers, he said, came from the same factory as Nikes, which were going for ten times as much. But nobody wanted off-brand, super-cheap sneakers, so they stayed in the family garage, in huge piles, sorted by size. Whenever Scott or one of his siblings needed a new pair of shoes, they would beg their father to let them buy Nike or Adidas or any shoe that their friends wouldn’t mock. Generic shoes, with a big dumb S on them, were humiliating. Everyone else had swooshes or stripes, signaling that their parents could afford shoes with style. Their dad, of course, would point to the garage and tell them to find whatever size they needed. When I visited Mr. Stern a full thirty years later, he asked me my shoe size and offered me a pair, from the pile still in that garage. (I politely declined.)

Scott’s dad, Eitan Stern, was born in Israel, the son of parents who had fled Germany just before the Holocaust. In Germany, they had been wealthy, but in their haste to escape the Nazis they lost everything. Israel, during Eitan’s youth, was still a poor, socialist country struggling to build itself. Surrounded by nations that objected fiercely to the new country’s presence in the Middle East, Israelis understood that the possibility of war was never very far off. Having fled one conflagration, Eitan’s parents decided to leave before finding themselves in the midst of another.

The family moved to the United States and settled on Long Island. Eitan, a teenager who spoke no English, felt lost. A biology teacher took an interest in him and offered guidance. To Eitan, the teacher (who had his students call him by his first name, Hank) was the perfect American man. He was athletic, a hunter, and he spent his weekends running a fishing charter out in the Atlantic. Before long, Eitan was there all weekend long, serving as Hank’s mate on the ship. Hank would be up on the bridge steering the ship, and Eitan would be on the deck helping their customers—six or ten or, when it was really crowded, twenty businesspeople going out for the day. Eitan quickly became a fishing expert and would effortlessly bounce from one customer to the next, baiting their hooks or helping reel in a fish. “I would yell at these guys,” Eitan remembers. “I was seventeen or eighteen or nineteen, and I was hollering at the chief executive of E. F. Hutton, ‘You’re not doing things right. Keep the tip of the rod up!’ ”

Hank and Eitan developed a great routine. Back in those days, the 1960s, there were still huge schools of fish twenty or so miles off the coast. Hank would pilot the ship right to the center of a big school. Eitan would dump chum off the side of the boat, inspiring a feeding frenzy. “You could catch dozens of fish in a matter of minutes,” he remembers. The clients loved it; they felt like pros. Eitan would efficiently slice the fish into fillets. Usually, the clients wanted, at most, six or so servings for dinner. The rest—hundreds of pounds of fresh fish—were Eitan’s to do with as he pleased, so he sold them to restaurants near the port. Add in the generous tips the clients gave him, and Eitan was pulling in over a thousand dollars a week. “I was making more money than I knew what to do with,” he said.

As it turned out, those summers were the high point of Eitan Stern’s business career. He never again made more money than he knew what to do with, though not for lack of trying. Eitan spent his entire career in the fishing industry, selling fishing tackle and fishing rods. At first, he was a salesman, working for a local company that imported fishing tackle from South Korea and Taiwan. He traveled all over the eastern United States, throughout the South and the mid-Atlantic and much of the Midwest, developing relationships with small bait shops and big sporting goods stores. He also traveled frequently to Asia to visit the factories where the products were made. After a while, he grew tired of working for others, especially when his employer, the owner of the import business, retired and his indifferent son took over. So when Scott was seven years old, Eitan went out on his own.

For most of Scott’s childhood, Eitan was an entrepreneur, starting and running a series of businesses, all with the same basic premise: he would buy decent-quality products in Asia at a discount and bring them to the United States; then he would sell them for about half the price of the competing products made by big-name brands. He could undercut Berkley, Wright & McGill, Penn Fishing, and all the other high-end brands, and would attest that his products were just as good. Having started with the small, cheaper stuff—lures and weights—he eventually moved into the rods and reels themselves, the more expensive and higher-margin parts of the industry. He bought a brand name, Striker—he loved how it sounded—and would visit the Asian factories he hired to produce the Striker goods so he could guide them in custom-making the perfect fishing gear, designed for performance, durability, and cost. He even visited auto shows each year, to see what the hottest new car colors were and then use those colors on his rods.

Today, although Eitan is a heavyset man with a white Santa Claus beard who walks with some difficulty, his bearing still hints at the young, handsome athlete he once was. Even as he describes failures in his career, he speaks with a confident, booming voice. Hearing Eitan describe the business, even now, decades after it failed, it’s easy to be seduced by his enthusiasm. How could it not have worked?

His most reliable customers were small bait shops—particularly in Florida—where he had developed good relationships with the owners. They would tell their more thrifty customers about the great deal available with Striker rods, reels, and tackle. These loyal customers gave Eitan enough business that he did fine for a while. He bought a small but comfortable house and was able to afford the occasional vacation for his family. But he never made enough to get ahead.

He never could scrape up the funds for a marketing campaign, and the one or two additional salespeople he could afford to hire had enough work maintaining the company’s current customers, so there was no chance of extending his customer base outside of those small Florida shacks and his other clients. He would borrow and save to pay for another container load of rods and reels, and then spend months hustling, trying to move them through a supply chain controlled by others. He never got a celebrity sponsor the way other companies did. (Indeed, a handful of wildly popular fishing celebrities make their livings promoting various fishing gear brands.)

Then there was his brief foray into sneakers. The sneakers laid out the flaws in his business model quite neatly (if disastrously). In his mind, Eitan had found a product that he knew was just as good as the competition. He was on the factory floor; he saw how they were made. He knew which materials went into them. He knew that anybody paying more than he was charging was a fool. Anybody who took the time to compare products would realize that he was offering them a bargain. But, of course, nobody took the time. Nobody else knew how great his products were. Nobody distinguished them from cheap, shoddily made knockoffs.

There are a lot of Eitan Sterns in America. There are more than thirty million officially registered small businesses, most of which are sole proprietorships—a house painter, an accountant, a beautician working for him- or herself—and nearly six million have employees. About two out of three new jobs are in small businesses, not large ones. If it weren’t for small businesses, our economy would be in far more dire shape.

Many of these small firms, like Eitan’s, struggle to grow and survive. It’s a puzzle. Eitan is quite smart. “My dad is much smarter than I am,” said Scott, one of the smartest people I know. His dad worked incredibly hard—too hard, probably, spending months of the year on the road and in the air, visiting factories in Asia and



































































Case Study: Kirrin Finch

Market Research: Friends Invited

Laura Moffat and Kelly Sanders got married in Vermont in 2014. Laura, who grew up in Scotland, and Kelly, who spent her childhood in New Jersey, shared a lifelong frustration. Even as little girls, they had realized that nothing they wore was quite right for them. They knew, for sure, that they hated dresses and anything too girly. But clothes for boys weren’t perfect, either. They didn’t want dinosaurs and rocket ships on everything. As women, they made do. Laura would buy men’s work shirts; Kelly, who is petite, still shopped in the boys clothing department. Clothing designed for men and boys, however, does not fit most women’s bodies well. Women typically are curvier, with larger bustlines and proportionally wider hips. Men’s and boys’ shirts are too tight on top and at the bottom. However, clothes designed to fit a woman’s body inevitably came with feminine touches they both disliked.

Laura and Kelly were not especially obsessed with clothes. Laura worked in pharmaceuticals; Kelly was a schoolteacher. But when they decided to get married, their lives changed in more ways than the obvious ones. They both wanted to wear suits at the ceremony inspired by traditional menswear, and yet nothing they tried on fit well. Hating the idea of feeling uncomfortable on their wedding day, they commissioned a tailor to custom-make suits that had traditional male styling and would also fit their bodies. On their special day, they felt fantastic. It was more than just the pleasure of a well-fitted garment. They felt that, for the first time, their clothing fully matched their true identities.

The newlyweds took a nine-month honeymoon, an adventurous trip around the world. They spent much of that time talking about the feeling of a perfect garment, and they began to imagine a business that would give that same feeling to others. They knew there would be some sort of market. They had plenty of friends who were like them: gay and straight women who wanted to wear menswear-inspired clothes that truly fit a woman’s body. There was, as well, a growing population of people who identified as nonbinary—meaning they did not see themselves as either female or male—who would also want menswear-inspired clothes that fit. Laura and Kelly knew there would be customers, but how many? Would this be a minor, niche product or could they build a substantial business?

Neither knew of Scott Stern, but they followed a path identical to the one he suggests. They would focus on the U.S. market, at first. Laura and Kelly could find no reliable data on their target customer, who they defined by the term “tomboy,” a broad category that included lesbian and straight women as well as people who identify as nonbinary. The best data they could find covered the LGBTQ market, which would make up a significant portion of their target audience. It was tricky to calculate, since many straight women crave tomboy clothes, and many gay women and transgender and nonbinary people don’t. Even more confounding, opinion surveys and the U.S. census do not yet have standardized tools to denote the full range of gender identities. Laura and Kelly estimated that roughly 5 percent of people identified as women in the census would be potential customers. A significant percentage of this group would be especially loyal to a company that was owned by members of the LGBTQ community and was so thoughtfully serving its needs. 

They went on to analyze the purchasing power of their target audience and its population distribution. They concluded that more than a million women, largely—but not entirely—concentrated in major urban centers, would have the interest and disposable income to purchase their clothes.

These numbers are vague. But even if they are off by 50 percent, they are incredibly helpful at the early stage of company formation. Laura and Kelly knew that their company would start small. They had no intention of reaching millions of customers in the first few years, but understanding that the market was potentially that big allowed them to invest more time, money, and effort in a business that could grow large enough to be their life’s work. These numbers also showed them that the market wasn’t so massive that they would, one day, rival huge apparel companies like Levi’s or J.Crew. This was good news. It meant their target market was probably too small to invite competition from those huge players, who could quickly shove them aside.

That initial gut-check potential-market estimate can require a few minutes of creative thinking and some Google searches. Those moments can save a budding entrepreneur years of wasted effort. Is your target market so narrow that it can’t sustain a business? Is it so vast that a larger firm will push you to the sidelines? Or is it a Goldilocks market: big enough to make your business successful but small enough that you can dominate?

Next, Laura and Kelly did the opposite of big, broad, vague estimation: they went narrow. They had a few shirts manufactured and hosted a market research party. They reached out to friends and friends of friends to assemble a couple dozen likely customers. They contacted some lesbians who referred to themselves as androgynous or tomboys, nonbinary people, and straight women who liked how menswear looked but couldn’t find any men’s clothing that fit, and they invited them to their home to enjoy some food and drinks. The occasion was festive and fun. And Laura and Kelly learned that there were, indeed, people who passionately wanted the very thing Laura and Kelly were passionate about creating: menswear-inspired clothes for a female or nonbinary body.

They also began to delve into the details. What about the shirts most appealed to their target customers? What did they think of the button size, the chosen fabrics, the cut of the collars? They asked about pricing and whether customers would buy shirts online or only in a store, where they could sample the clothes.

Without needing to hire an expensive market research company, Laura and Kelly rapidly learned that their core hypothesis seemed correct, and they were able to invest in their first few hundred shirts confidently. Those sold quickly, so they decided to double their order and then doubled it again and then again. When those also flew out the door, Laura and Kelly understood that they had a real business. By then, they had enough actual customers and ongoing revenue that they could justify more targeted market research. Now the company, which they named Kirrin Finch, is thriving. It offers dozens of shirts, pants, blazers, hats, and accessories for its target market. Laura and Kelly have begun to focus on scaling up production so Kirrin Finch clothing is at a more accessible price point for all of their target consumers.





Case Study: Conbody

Positioning Means Doing Things Some People Wouldn’t Like

Coss Marte has had two successful businesses, though he’s proud of only one. When he was eighteen, he was a remarkable innovator but in a terrible industry. Coss’s mother came to the United States from the Dominican Republic with little money and no prospects. She got an apartment in a public housing project on Manhattan’s Lower East Side. Growing up there, Coss witnessed the expansion and devastation of the crack epidemic. Every corner in his neighborhood was occupied by drug dealers. Many of the grown-ups around him became addicts, robbing homes, mugging passersby, doing anything they could to pay for their habit.

Like many young people in his neighborhood, Coss ran errands for the dealers for a little pocket change and a nod of praise. By the time he was eighteen, Coss himself was dealing. He was a born entrepreneur, constantly seeing opportunities that others missed. In the late 1990s, Coss noted two simultaneous trends. Middle-class white people—hipsters and yuppies—were moving into his neighborhood, and cell phones were becoming ubiquitous. Coss figured that at least some of those people would want drugs but would be too scared to come to the projects. He printed thousands of business cards offering to deliver drugs to whomever texted an order. He bought a suit and practiced speaking like a professional. He then went to the bars the wealthy new residents frequented and handed out his cards. Soon business was so good that he had to hire some employees. He started a training program so he could teach former street-corner hustlers how to dress professionally and how to shake hands and speak with clarity and reassurance. Within a few years, Coss was earning $2 million a year. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the police became interested in his drug business. Coss was arrested and sentenced to nearly a decade in prison.

When he was arrested, Coss was obese. A routine physical revealed that, at twenty-three, he was facing an elevated risk of diabetes and serious heart disease. With little else to do, Coss devoted his time behind bars to physical fitness. However, he did not like going to the jail weight-lifting room because it required extra scrutiny and the possibility of conflict. An older cellmate taught him some rigorous exercises he could practice in his cell. Coss learned more techniques from other veteran convicts and developed several of his own. He was soon in remarkably good shape. Toward the end of his sentence, Coss experienced a religious transformation when reading the Bible. He felt guilt about all the lives he had ruined through drugs, and he became determined to follow a better path after his release.

After six years, Coss went back home to his mother’s apartment across from the projects. He knew that the old life could be seductive and he didn’t want to fall back into drug dealing, but it was hard to find work. His case had received a lot of media attention, so any employer Googling his name would learn about his drug-dealing past. He decided to go into business for himself; however, he had no money, no resources, no contacts, no possible investors. He would wake up before dawn, head to a nearby park, and work out, using the techniques he had learned in prison. He didn’t need weights or fancy equipment. He used his own body weight and whatever was at hand. An old iron bar became his chin-up tool; a log allowed him to do dips. He would call out to other early morning exercisers and tell them that he could train them. He soon had a small group of regulars he would guide through a tough but effective prison-inspired workout. Coss’s passion for these workouts was clear and infectious. Word spread, and more clients signed up.

Coss now has a gym and a profitable business. He calls it Conbody, and it offers a no-frills workout based on the exercises he learned in prison. He exclusively employs other ex-convicts (who must survive a difficult recruitment and weeding-out process). In addition to the lure of Coss’s own passion, Coss has attracted clients because he solved two problems that often stymie people (especially New Yorkers) when it comes to working out at home: lack of space and lack of equipment. He has developed a subscription-based app that offers video tutorials for at-home workouts that require no equipment and no more space than a prison cell.

Coss offers so many powerful Passion Economy lessons. He was able to take the single most negative aspect of his life—his criminal conviction—and turn it into his core value. Many people, no doubt, have little interest in going to a gym owned and staffed by ex-convicts. That is precisely the point of passion positioning. New York, like most cities, is filled with gyms that offer the same promises: we’ll help you lose weight, gain muscle, and stick to your plan. When a value proposition is so universal and unobjectionable, it is impossible to stand out from the crowd. To be effective, a Passion Economy business can’t sell itself using universally accepted values. For any business to attract some group of passionate followers, it must contain elements that some people will love and others will dismiss, or even find off-putting. This is not to say that a business shouldn’t also offer universally embraced services. Coss, too, helps clients lose weight, gain muscle, and stick to their plan. But he does so in a unique way. He has a fanatically loyal customer base. Far more than half are women, and all of his customers find his no-nonsense, no-frills approach appealing. He also says that many clients tell him that they like the experience of doing some social good while working out. They are helping Coss and the other ex-convicts become rehabilitated.

The magical tool that allowed Coss to take his greatest liability and transform it into his unique strength is storytelling. He tells his story well, and his gym—with its spare, prison-like aesthetic—reinforces that story. His staff members add to the overall tale with their own stories. We all have stories. Perhaps some aren’t quite as dramatic as Coss’s. But there is some audience that will find each person’s story meaningful. If Coss can do it, everyone can.





Case Study: Morgenstern’s Finest Ice Cream

Don’t Compete with Massive Companies; Do Things They Can’t

Nicholas Morgenstern is tall, skinny, and looks straight in your eyes with an intensity that can be inviting (he is focused, fully, on you) but also a bit intimidating. More than anybody I spoke with for this book, Nicholas is the one who most thoroughly and visibly lives his passion. He works at his ice cream store in New York’s Greenwich Village for eighty-one hours each week. He knows that number precisely, because he knows everything about his life with that level of precision. He just turned forty and has decided not to date seriously because he understands that the commitment he is making to ice cream would not allow for him to become a good husband or father at this time.

Nicholas’s passion is to make the perfect American ice cream. For him, this doesn’t mean he wants to create an ice cream that is especially tasty or that sells the best. He wants to understand the essence of this most American of desserts. He wants his customers to taste his chocolate and to instantly recognize that this particular version of chocolate—or vanilla or rocky road or banana split—is the most fully authentic expression of its essence. To achieve this, Nicholas has studied ice cream in every way imaginable. He didn’t just read a book or two; he has devoted years to his investigation. That means, yes, reading every book written on the subject but also finding ancient recipes and reproducing them and traveling to every well-regarded—and many not-yet-discovered—ice cream shops around the world.

Ice cream, Nicholas believes, is essentially American. In a bite, one can taste the specific history and culture of this self-made, individualist, capitalist country. Ice cream’s predecessors did begin in the kitchens of European royalty, as a showy, fussy dessert available to only a small handful of people. Back then, anything frozen couldn’t travel far, which meant that people who didn’t own cows could consume dairy only in the form of preserved products, like cheese and yogurt. This was primarily true in the United States until the mid-1800s, with much of the country’s dairy farms at least a day or more removed from the big eastern cities. By the Civil War, though, primitive refrigerated train cars could transport fresh cream thousands of miles without risking spoilage. Some of those farms grew sugar beets, which allowed for cheap sweeteners, available even to the poor, for the first time in history. Early mass-produced, hand-churned ice cream makers—a favorite of Sears catalog consumers—meant that even the most humble of parents in New York tenements or on the Kansas prairie could whip up a delicious treat for the family. This was a first in human history. Poor people had never before enjoyed such ready access to so luxurious a dessert.

In the twentieth century, ice cream was being mass-produced in huge factories and shipped, premade, all over the country. There was no obvious reason why the rich array of flavors and home recipes gave way to a small handful of classics: vanilla, chocolate, strawberry. Later, more complex combinations entered the canon: butter pecan, rocky road, fudge ripple. (Nicholas says you can identify how old someone is by asking them one question: What is the classic flavor combination of your youth?)

Nicholas likes to study old restaurant menus and popular recipe books. He points out that various desserts have come and gone or have remained regional favorites but have never become national icons, like baked Alaska, shoofly pie, and chess cake. But, since the 1860s, everyone, everywhere in the United States seems to have loved ice cream and, especially, a handful of classic flavors and combinations. Yet, Nicholas believes, industrialization of ice cream has influenced most producers to make business decisions that have led to a dilution of the essence of the product. Factories inject stabilizers, like guar gum or cellulose gum, so that ice cream can be safely shipped all over the world. Inevitably, some ice cream will melt and then refreeze as it moves through the complex supply chain, but the guar gum prevents too many ice crystals from forming. They also use mono- and diglycerides or egg yolk and other emulsifiers to ensure that quickly made ice cream feels smooth in the mouth. More than anything, industrial ice cream makers inject lots of air into their products to minimize the use of actual ingredients and maximize profits. (Breyers’ newest recipes are so distant from the original idea of ice cream that they are called “frozen dairy desserts.”)

Ice cream shops, similarly, make compromises that have affected the experience of ice cream. They use giant tubs and leave them open so that customers can see the ice cream, but this dries out the product. Most ice cream is produced somewhere else and shipped to the retail store, requiring those various chemical additions. Major ice cream brands typically make a universal base—a recipe of cream and sugar and emulsifiers—in bulk and then add a bit of flavoring to produce chocolate, vanilla, strawberry, or whichever flavor. By working from one common base, big factories don’t have to worry about maintaining an inventory of separate bases for each flavor, and they don’t have to order different kinds of cream. It’s much easier and cheaper to just use one base for everything.

Nicholas has obsessively avoided every one of these business-driven compromises. It’s not that he is fussy (well, it’s not only that he is fussy). Nicholas explains that emulsifiers change the flavor of ice cream, stabilizers change its texture, and all that air dramatically reduces the intensity of the taste. By using a common base for all flavors, mass-produced ice cream makers don’t allow for the specific needs of each type of ice cream. Chocolate contains proteins that vanilla doesn’t, so a chocolate base should have less protein in it, which means a less fatty cream. As a result of these many sensible industrial choices, ice cream makers are not producing optimal ice cream flavor, and thus most Americans have never been able to experience that perfect taste.

The first time I visited Morgenstern’s, I had his chocolate and told a friend, “This is the perfect chocolate flavor that I didn’t even realize I was missing.” I was with my son, who was enjoying the perfect mint chocolate chip. It was wonderful. I think back on that moment with my boy with a smile and instantly remember going with my parents and my brother to an ice cream shop when I was a kid and how happy we were.

Nicholas had very little of the normal American childhood. His parents were lost, poor wanderers who took minimal responsibility for their son. They went through a bitter divorce when he was young, and Nicholas spent his youth living in a succession of marginal apartments—some scarcely better than squats—in San Francisco. Before he entered high school, his mother joined a cult and disappeared, taking his brother with her. He doesn’t know where they are or what became of them. A few times, when he was young, Nicholas spent the summer with his grandparents in southern Ohio. They would often eat local ice cream together. Those were the best moments—maybe the only fully good moments—of his childhood.

Nicholas began working in restaurants when he was still in high school and, essentially, on his own. He went to culinary school and became a master pastry chef, eventually landing jobs in some of the finest restaurants in New York, including Gramercy Tavern, Nice Matin, and Gilt. Along with a partner, he opened his own place in Brooklyn, the General Greene, and began experimenting with ice cream. Soon ice cream became an obsession. He saw that there was a specific food experience—eating the perfect ice cream, preferably with family members—that he wanted to re-create.

Nicholas’s ambitions are not modest. He wants to transform how people all over the country and the world experience ice cream. He wants to deepen our connection to the past, by making the ideal version of those iconic recipes. But he also wants to help guide ice cream into the future. He constantly experiments with surprisingly delightful novel flavors—burnt sage, cardamom lemon jam, avocado—introducing new ones annually. Nicholas does hope that, one day, his ice creams will be available in grocery stores everywhere. He has been approached by every major ice cream manufacturer and countless investors, offering to give him the resources to become a global brand. And, he says, he might take one of them up on it one day. But he’s not ready. He hasn’t nailed the flavors yet. He told me, recently, that when he pictures his perfect life, he isn’t flying on planes to meet with investors and discuss distribution strategies and marketing plans. He is in the basement of his shop, coming up with new flavors, and then he’s up on the line, seeing what his customers love and what they wish were a bit better.

A strong hunch tells me that Nicholas is not just making the right decision for his own quality of life but that he is also making a smart business choice by rejecting mass production and scale until he’s fully ready. He is becoming ever better at understanding what large-scale production misses and what consumers most crave (even if they don’t realize they crave it until they first have a lick). His ice cream is very hot right now. His flagship shop has been named one of the best places to have ice cream in the country by nearly every food writer who matters. He has opened a second shop, and both stores perpetually have lines of eager customers. He could sell for a decent payday based on his trendiness. But he is on a passion-fueled quest, and when he is satisfied that he has fulfilled his journey—or gotten as far as one person can—he will be more than just a trendy hotshot. He will be in a position to define how his ice cream—and, perhaps, how all ice cream—is made in the future. I expect that he’ll earn plenty of money, but he’ll achieve something even greater: he’ll have delivered that perfect experience to countless others.





Case Study: Breakthrough ADR

The Damali Moment

It would be hard to craft a better career for a lawyer than the one Damali Peterman walked away from in late 2016. She was an award-winning lawyer and senior manager at Deloitte, one of the world’s largest accounting and advisory firms. As an Assistant General Counsel, she supported Deloitte entities throughout the world, working alongside Deloitte consultants, guiding some of the largest companies through their most challenging business and legal matters. Damali loves challenges—the tougher, the better—and had experienced some of the biggest. She was one of the talented attorneys at Weil, Gotshal & Manges LLC to work on the dissolution of Lehman Brothers, the investment bank whose collapse spurred the financial crisis of 2008. While Lehman was no longer operating as a functioning firm, it had left behind trillions of dollars in obligations, unreceived revenue, and complex contracts with companies spread around the globe. She likened herself to the character Olivia Pope from the television series Scandal. Unflappable, strategic, and able to get the best for clients in trouble, she was on track to be among the most powerful lawyers in corporate America.

After the 2016 presidential election, Damali faced a personal crisis. She saw that the United States was fracturing, with seemingly unresolvable anger from every side. Damali has her own personal political views—though she will never share them publicly—but her concern wasn’t that one party or another had won. She hated that her nation was experiencing a degree of internal upset that she had previously seen only in other countries. Damali decided that she could no longer solely devote her life to helping large corporations resolve commercial disputes, no matter how fascinating and challenging the work was. She wanted to return to her roots as a mediator and conflict resolver.

Damali says she was a born mediator. She was the oldest of seven children in a family in Washington, D.C. Her stepfather, a cop, worked long hours, and Damali had to help her mother rein in the chaos of her rambunctious siblings. She attended Spelman College, a historically black women’s school that encourages students to improve not only themselves but also society. She took this message seriously and went on to receive an MA in International Policy Studies, with a focus in conflict resolution, from the Middlebury Institute of International Studies at Monterey. She imagined that she would become an official at the United Nations or some other international agency. She thought a law degree would help, so she went to Howard University School of Law, another historically black institution with a strong focus on social engineering.

As happens to many idealistic law students, Damali got an internship at a corporate firm and was quickly identified as a rising superstar. She took to the law and found herself able to wade through the complex technical issues in a corporate conflict and identify solutions that would be acceptable to all sides. Her first job led to a promotion, and then she was recruited by Deloitte, where she spent two years in a senior position.

Shortly after the election, Damali realized why she suddenly felt unfulfilled. She had followed her talents, taking whichever job she seemed most able to perform well. But now she needed to follow her values. She sat down with a yellow legal pad and wrote down all the things she was good at. It was a long list. Damali is no braggart, but she doesn’t have time for false modesty, either. It took her a few hours to list her various abilities. Then she circled those things she loved doing, the things for which she felt passion. The results were striking and impossible to ignore. She was spending far too much of her time doing things she didn’t really love. She realized that she wanted—she needed—to focus her time on resolving conflicts and teaching others how to mediate.

Within days, she quit her job and started the groundwork for what would become Breakthrough ADR LLC, a firm that helps companies, nonprofits, government agencies, educational institutions and individuals manage and resolve conflict. ADR stands for “alternative dispute resolution,” which means finding ways to solve conflicts without lawsuits or other adversarial processes. In this litigious time (and country), small disputes between businesses, collaborators, or employers and employees can easily blow up into protracted court battles with punishing legal fees. On top of that, the relationship between the two parties involved almost never survives the process.

Mediation is not a new idea. Breakthrough ADR, however, works to not just resolve a dispute but resolve it in such a way that all those involved feel heard, respected, and satisfied with the outcome. Breakthrough ADR’s methods have proven so successful that the company now teaches communication, negotiation, and conflict resolution skills to businesses, educational institutions, government agencies, nonprofits, and individuals.

Damali decided to leave corporate law for dispute resolution because she wanted to feel a deeper sense of satisfaction in her daily work. She assumed that this change would come at some financial cost. That isn’t how it turned out. She quickly found that Americans are hungry for her faster, more mutually satisfying approach to resolution. Clients came knocking. Within two years, she was already making more money than she had at her well-paying corporate job. Her business has been growing steadily since.

I have come to use the phrase “the Damali moment” to describe a process that is invaluable to anyone seeking to move into the Passion Economy. Write down what you do for a living and then circle those things that bring you real joy. You don’t have to be thinking about starting your own business—this exercise can help you become happier and more efficient in your workplace. It can help you adjust the work you are currently doing, or it can steer you in the direction of a different position. Damali shows us that it is possible to have a career in which everything you do is circled.
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