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PRAISE FOR THE POWER OF GIVING AWAY POWER



“Bursting with insight, vision and creativity, The Power of Giving Away Power is a ground-breaking analysis of political leadership. Drawing on an unparalleled pedigree of experience, Barzun proves that we can build a better future if we build it together.”

—David Lammy



“As we grapple with the challenges facing the world, we need to build bridges across cultures and communities. With The Power of Giving Away Power, Matthew Barzun presents a type and quality of leadership that is inspiring, thoughtful – and incredibly timely.”

—Baroness Valerie Amos



“This book is a breakthrough. It’s beautifully written, perfectly timed, and heralds a new way forward. I’m buying a dozen copies to share with friends and colleagues.”

—Seth Godin, founder of altMBA and author of The Practice



“A book as provocative, energizing, and humane as Barzun himself. It points the way forward in a time in which we desperately need new and better leadership.”

—Admiral James Stavridis, U.S. Navy (retired), Supreme Allied Commander at NATO (2009–2013)



“A gift. This is certainly the path to the collective leadership we need to tackle today’s challenges and shape a better future”

—Wendy Kopp, CEO and cofounder of Teach For All and founder of Teach For America



“Full of compelling stories and hard-won wisdom. Inspiring.”

—Jon Favreau, cohost, Pod Save America



“Unexpected encounters! Barzun introduces you to people and ideas you never knew but should if you really care about leadership.”

—Vint Cerf, internet pioneer



“A remarkable book about creating order without control and freedom without chaos, from an original and counterintuitive leader and thinker.”

—Daniel H. Pink, author of When, Drive, and To Sell Is Human



“Matthew’s leadership style has always been collaborative and celebratory of his teams, but in this wonderful book he shares the power of how lifting people up to lift up the entire organization.”

—Nicole A. Avant, TV and film producer and former US Ambassador to the Commonwealth of the Bahamas



“An engaging, compelling, and welcome rebuttal to the distressingly widespread win/lose theories of leadership.”

—Drew Faust, Arthur Kingsley Porter University Professor and President Emerita, Harvard University



“Redistributing power, an anthem of our times, gets a new twist from a former US Ambassador who rejects exerting power over whomever and whatever we can. Barzun engagingly argues for abandoning hierarchy to empower ‘constellations’ of diverse workers and teammates seeking the freedom to ‘stand out and fit in.’”

—Anita L. Allen, JD, PhD, Henry R. Silverman Professor of Law and Professor of Philosophy, University of Pennsylvania



“The book is illuminating. It challenges you to take a hard look at your own leadership style … it’s that good.”

—Stacey Wade, CEO and executive creative director of Nimbus
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Though analogy is often misleading, it is the least misleading thing we have.
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A LETTER FROM SIMON SINEK

The vision is clear: to build a world in which the vast majority of people wake up every single morning inspired, feel safe wherever they are, and end the day fulfilled by the work that they do. The only way to build this world is if we work together. But there’s a problem. …

Over the past few decades, our society has overindexed on rugged individualism. Images of the lone cowboy in a Marlboro commercial became an ideal to strive for. We emulated the big personality leaders who presented an image of the “strong man,” the genius in the room. As the “high-performing individual” became the standard, company structures transformed to feed the beast. They adapted their incentive and reward systems to recognize individual performance almost exclusively. Ethics, teamwork, and leadership qualities seemed to fall to the wayside when we evaluated people for promotion. Even our business schools became complicit. Over the years, they adapted their curricula to serve the market rather than teach leadership as it should be taught. However, if it’s long-term results, stability, or innovation we’re hoping to achieve, this model of leadership simply doesn’t work. The unfortunate irony is, the opposite model doesn’t work either. Consensus-building, leaderless organizations, tribal leadership, even the much touted “bottom-up” approach, all suffer complications in their own ways. The good news is, there is another option. This is where The Power of Giving Away Power comes in.

Matthew Barzun has spent decades figuring out where big ideas come from. Once he learned the concept of giving away power, he applied it to his own career. And it worked. Matthew’s ideas played a significant role in helping CNET grow into a powerhouse media platform. Challenging the traditional way money was raised for political campaigns, Matthew pioneered a small-dollar/big-event fundraising platform that helped Senator Barack Obama significantly outpace Hillary Clinton’s efforts with $5 and $10 donations. And as US Ambassador to the UK, Matthew practiced giving away power in a way the ambassadors just didn’t do. The ideas that were generated as a result were astounding.

I had the opportunity to meet Matthew during the time he was the ambassador to Britain. I was astonished by his thinking. Whenever we would have occasion to talk, I would scramble to find a pen and paper so I could take notes on everything he said. This was why I asked Matthew to write a book for Optimism Press. The way he helps us better understand how the world works—how power works—can help move us closer to that vision—a world in which we feel inspired, safe, and fulfilled in our lives and our careers.

Give power and inspire on!
Simon Sinek








INTRODUCTION

PRETENDING IS EXHAUSTING.

So it’s surprising how many of us get up every day and do exactly that under the banner of leadership. Pretending that we know the precise destination, what steps in what order are required to get there, and how any unexpected obstacles can be cleared away as we drive toward an inevitably successful outcome. All the while projecting supreme confidence.

Around the year 2000, organizations of all kinds, from Rhode Island’s historical society to the multinational conglomerate Siemens, churned out strategic planning reports for the decades ahead called “Vision 2020.” The number proved an irresistible temptation to pretend we could see with perfect 20/20 vision into the future for our companies, communities, and countries. The glossy reports spelled out confidently what could be expected in 2020 and what to do to seize the coming opportunities. In 2018, with just two years to go, Harvard Business School published a guide asking “Is Your ‘Vision 2020’ Leadership Development Strategy on the Path to Success?” Then that year arrived with a vengeance as if to say, “Oh, yeah?”

In our hearts, we know how scarce certainty is. Even the ultimate leadership guru Peter Drucker, who first found fame advocating “management by objective,” admitted that leaders know their true objective only 10 percent of the time at best. Still we hold on tightly to the theater of pretending and predicting. Why?

We do it because there is something we dislike even more than the exhaustion of pretending. Much more. We hate the anxiety of uncertainty. Pretending is the price we pay to remove it.

So we comfort ourselves with orderly org charts, working backward from a preset destination, factoring out what we can’t measure, tasking team members using “key performance indicators”—monitoring it all with “dashboards,” turning and tuning the dials as if running a machine. It is our way of self-soothing by exerting control and power over whatever and whomever we can.

We think we must hoard power before someone else takes it and that we must lord it over others. We’ve not only come to value the consolidation and preservation of power as the best kind of leadership; we’ve come to believe it’s the only kind—that it is leadership.

How crazy.

All we have to do is look around to see that there are other kinds of leaders who have adopted a very different mindset about uncertainty. They don’t try to ignore it, avoid it, or factor it out. They factor it in—radically. They do this not by hoarding and lording power, but by doing the opposite—by giving it away. In this way, they turn the anxiety of uncertainty into the energy that drives diverse groups of people to build unbelievably big things together.

In my twenty-five years of working across three different fields—dot-com startups, President Obama’s campaigns, and international diplomacy—I’ve been a witness to great leaders who hold this mindset. They share a particular way of seeing, thinking, feeling, and behaving with the people around them. I have tried to practice this mindset—one that we are all capable of, and one that I am certain the world needs more of these days.

I saw this mindset at work up close in 2008. Barack Obama’s campaign against Hillary Clinton for the Democratic Party’s presidential nomination had reached a critical juncture. Obama won the first contest in Iowa in an upset, but lost the next one in New Hampshire. Pundits pounced. Barack and Michelle had camped out in Iowa for nearly a year and had deployed a huge chunk of their campaign staff there. Anyone can pull an upset in one state with a lot of focus and a little luck, but now the Clinton “machine” would surely kick into gear and normal political logic would take over.

In the course of nearly a decade, the Clinton team had locked up the key endorsements in each state, and now each of these state power brokers would, in turn, release their loyal legions of get-out-the-vote foot soldiers. How could the Obama campaign possibly match the proven math of that political pyramid?

Two young Obama staffers pitched a radical solution to the campaign leadership in Chicago that went against decades of modern campaign orthodoxy. They had been sent to states with almost no paid staff and had been noticing the same thing. Delegating work and responsibilities to unknown, unpaid, untrained volunteers was not generating the normal headaches. In fact, just the opposite: giving away work and responsibility led to more volunteers showing up and asking for more work and responsibility. It kept growing. What if we treated these volunteers more like paid staff?

But here was the most radical part: What if we even gave them access to the “voter file”? This is a campaign’s preciously guarded data bank of possible voters, where they live, and how likely they are to vote for you.

The campaign leadership said no. There would be spies from rival campaigns. The state power brokers working on behalf of the Clinton campaign would certainly scoop up the data, essentially stealing our playbook. The staffers persisted. They admitted that their plan couldn’t prevent that but made the case that a growing universe of committed and empowered people would be worth a lot more than any potential downside from data stealing. If they didn’t open up the campaign, they would definitely have to turn people away. There was simply no other way of unleashing the energy and letting the campaign grow.

The campaign leaders had seen these young staffers work miracles already. They decided to place their faith in them and their way of thinking. “Okay, go for it.” And they were glad they did, because it worked to win the party nomination. But the true test would be whether it worked on Election Day in November against the strength of a unified national party that had won the last two elections.

When that day came, the Obama campaign unleashed every volunteer to help get out the vote. There’s a famous metric in field organizing called the flake rate, which refers to the percentage of pre-committed volunteers who flake out and don’t show up to do the work they promised. A really bad flake rate is 80 percent, where eight in ten don’t show up because they feel either all is lost or else it’s in the bag. A really good flake rate could be as low as 30 percent. As a rule of thumb, you plan on 50 percent.

On election night, as we celebrated President Obama’s historic win in Chicago, I was eager to know what our flake rate had turned out to be and asked one of the field team leaders. She had just gotten the data from her colleague in Virginia, one of the important swing states Obama won that night. “There wasn’t one … or I guess you could say it was negative … negative fifty percent,” she reported. Wait, what? She explained that for every ten people who committed to volunteering, fifteen people showed up. They did the opposite of flaking out. They showed up and brought new people in. They multiplied. With this different mindset, the campaign reached new mathematical territory. It made the flake rate obsolete.

This mindset of giving away power to create more is all too rare these days, but those young field organizers were not alone. There have always been people all around us who are making a huge difference by seeing things in a way the rest of us are missing.

With this different mindset, a middle manager at a midsize bank in a mid-tier city transformed the chaos of the early credit card business into the largest commercial enterprise the world has ever known.

With this different mindset, a commodities trader from Alabama found new energy in the apparent anarchy of the internet, beat out the richest company in the world, and in so doing spawned the largest human knowledge transfer engine the world has ever known.

And with this different mindset, a stockbroker made a house call to a doctor in Akron, Ohio, and they discovered a new method for mutual healing by placing uncertainty at the center of their conversations, creating the largest anti-addiction platform the world has ever known.

But these leaders didn’t get there without a struggle. After experiencing the inevitable frustrations of forcing others to comply with their plan, their next instinct was to go it alone. We all do that. But eventually each leader made the same key insight. They discovered that independence is just another form of dependence—dependence on oneself, all alone. They discovered something more powerful beyond both dependence and independence.

With their help, we will too. And we will be guided by a woman who was one of the most influential leadership thinkers of her day. She is the intellectual interpreter and matron saint of this mindset. In fact, Drucker credits her with being his guru and the “brightest star” in the constellation of leaders, yet she was nearly erased from history.

To paraphrase another character you will meet later: I am in this book, but it’s not about me. You are in this book, but it’s not about you. It is about you and me and a third thing that is a character in itself—namely, “us, together.” This book is about the power we can create by giving away power to this third character—which gives power back to us to be given away again. And again.

This book is a practical and sometimes personal history of an idea and a mindset. It chronicles my own growing awareness of an ineffable something that defines the leaders I most admire, and my attempt to give that a name and a shape. The journey takes us through history and across politics, industries, and national borders, mingling stories of near-forgotten gurus with stories from my life as an ambassador to Sweden and the UK and adviser to Obama’s presidential campaigns. We will see not only how this mindset started some of the most consequential organizations and innovations the world has ever known; we will also see that it even started the greatest idea for a country the world has ever known. And that’s where the story begins.
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THE LOST CONSTELLATION



ON JULY 4, 1776, the founders made not one but two declarations. They had spent so much time deliberating over independence that they hadn’t done much thinking about the basics of putting themselves on the world map as a new country. They now realized it wasn’t going to be enough to put this new experiment into words, even the immortal ones of the Declaration of Independence. To be taken seriously, they had to project a national image. And so, in a move familiar to startups everywhere, the second official declaration that day was: we need a logo.

Strictly speaking, it wasn’t a “logo.” They wanted an official “Great Seal” that would serve as a symbol of this new collection of now-independent colonies. It would be stamped in wax to adorn every foreign treaty and domestic proclamation. It would replace the despised imprint of the crown of King George. It would project strength and unity to supporters and skeptics alike, whether in foreign capitals or at home in the thirteen colonies from New Hampshire to Georgia.

As we’ll see, it took longer to design this logo than it did to win the war. And the story of the seal’s coming to be is the story of overcoming a challenge that many of us are reckoning with now. Namely, how to have order—within our companies, committees, and communities—without hierarchy and strict authority, and how to have freedom without inefficiency or even chaos. The founders soon recognized that independence was the easy part and learned to give expression to something harder but much better: interdependence. And in so doing, they handed down a powerful symbol for the mindset needed to attain it. But let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves.

In 1776, the Continental Congress was a slapdash collection of delegates from the colonies and there was no reliable process for getting things done. Instead, there was Charles Thomson, Secretary of Congress. Thomson’s obscurity to us now is an odd blind spot of history (the publisher of his biography is called Forgotten Books) because he was among that generation’s rising stars. Only two signatures appear on the first-printed Declaration of Independence: John Hancock’s and Charles Thomson’s.

As the Secretary of Congress, Thomson handed the logo assignment over to the A-team—Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and John Adams. These three giants of Enlightenment thinking had managed to capture their most sacred abstract principles in the concrete words of the Declaration, which are memorized in grade-school classes to this day. How did they fare at turning those words into a powerful image that would inspire a newborn nation?

Well …

When the team got together, Franklin went first. He advocated high drama—a biblical scene with Moses parting the waters as he escaped Pharaoh. Franklin’s own notes capture his pitch to his colleagues: “Moses standing on the Shore, and extending his Hand over the Sea, thereby causing the same to overwhelm Pharaoh who is sitting in an open Chariot, a Crown on his Head and a Sword in his Hand. Rays from a Pillar of Fire in the Clouds reaching to Moses.”

The seal, it should be noted, would be only two inches in diameter.

Jefferson went next. He suggested that the Great Seal ought to have two sides, like a coin. For the front, he stuck with biblical sources, but he thought it should depict the wandering children of Israel. For the back, perhaps revealing his own racialist flip side, Jefferson proposed Hengist and Horsa, obscure brothers of legend who established Anglo-Saxons in England.

Adams went classical. Inspired by a famous Italian painting, he proposed the towering figure of Hercules, who is forced to choose between the flowery road of ease and indulgence or the difficult uphill road of duty to others.

To sum up, the three choices for America’s foremost symbol at this point were a drowning Egyptian, lost children backed by white nationalism, and an indecisive giant.

Like so many confused committees that have followed, they hired a consultant, who explained that there was a formula for making a seal. It had to have four elements: a shield, something to support that shield, a motto, and finally an element above the shield that serves as the essence of the overall thing, called a crest. They acquiesced to his formulaic suggestion for the design. It was boring, but safe. But they perked up when he suggested a potential motto: “E Pluribus Unum” (out of many, one). Enthusiastic nods to that.

The committee presented its compromise design to Congress. Despite the marquee names involved, Charles Thomson and his colleagues didn’t like it. Not at all. Thomson didn’t reject it outright but rather called for a vote so that it could, in the committee-speak of those times, “lie on the table.” With a war on, the logo project stalled for the next three and a half years.

In 1780, Thomson handed the materials over to a second committee, which struggled for a few weeks and (yep) hired a consultant named Francis Hopkinson, a fellow signer of the Declaration of Independence who had arranged the 1777 version of the US flag. Hopkinson reworked the elements from the first committee, but his major innovation was the crest on the front of the seal, which became the prominent feature.

The design looked like this:

[image: Image]

More expressive than the orderly rows of stars on his flag, the collection of stars not only represented the thirteen states but also their simultaneous independence and unity—their interdependence. Deliberately asymmetrical, the layout of stars expressed the essence of a new American way. Big states like Virginia and small ones like Rhode Island were each distinct but connected into a greater whole.

He called it a “radiant constellation.”

The design was striking and beautiful, and it reflected the nation’s originality and ambition. But it was also … different. It was not a lion or an eagle or a sword. It struck the
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THE PATTERN HOLDS
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THE PYRAMID VS. THE CONSTELLATION
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THE WEB AND THE WALL







THE CONSTELLATION LEAP
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