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Chapter 1

HACKING THE LADDER

“Bored Mormons”

I.

A strange thing has been happening in the United States for nearly 300 years. For some reason, our presidents are younger than our senators.

The average president of the United States takes office at age 55. In contrast, US senators start their terms in Congress—the most recent at the time of this writing—at an average of age 62. Members of the House of Representatives were 57.

This is not a recent anomaly. Presidents have tended to be younger than Congress since the Founding Fathers died. And though a handful began the job as senior citizens, the average starting age has never crossed 60.

These statistics are especially peculiar because of how much more difficult it is to become president than a senator. Terms in the Senate are commonly seen as a step on the path to president. But even brand-new senators, holding their first federal office ever, have been coming in at an average of 56 and 57 in recent years. Presidents get to the top before senators get in the door.

Why?

Armchair explanations like good looks don’t make sense. Why would we be more likely to vote for a handsome young president but not a good-looking young congressperson? Data in presidential versus congressional elections indicates that youth voter turnout isn’t the culprit.

Some sort of creeping mistrust of the elderly or the advent of televised elections aren’t skewing the results, either. The oldest-elected president, Ronald Reagan, took office at age 69, with the fourth-oldest, George H. W. Bush, succeeding him at 64. They brought up the average. Gerrymandering and changing campaign finance laws don’t seem to explain the data, and the losers in presidential elections actually tend to be the same average age as the winners.

We’ve had rich presidents, poor presidents, political-insider presidents, Washington-outsider presidents, pretty presidents, ugly presidents, eloquent presidents, stammering presidents, old presidents, and young presidents. But mostly young presidents.

Lyndon B. Johnson became president at exactly 55. Perhaps his story will give us a clue to the phenomenon.

Born on a farm in Texas, Johnson was always a talker. He first ran for president in 11th grade. He won. Described by peers as ambitious from the beginning, he got involved in adult politics shortly after high school. He first served as a legislative secretary to a Texas congressman, but had won his own seat in the US House by age 29. Several terms later, he moved up to the Senate. From junior senator he rose to the rank of majority whip, then minority leader, then majority leader. Having paid his dues in each branch of Congress, he was elected John F. Kennedy’s vice president in 1960.

Then, tragically, President Kennedy was killed, and LBJ assumed his office, having climbed the political ladder for 25 years.

From the beginning of his career, LBJ was extraordinarily focused. He worked hard, pulled himself up by his own bootstraps, and patiently worked the ladder. And, after all that work, the last stage of his ascent came down to luck. If Kennedy had lived, Vice President Johnson wouldn’t have had the chance to run for president until he was in his 60s.

We all know this ladder-climbing story. It’s gospel we’ve preached in career- and business-building for centuries. We’re told that the best way to succeed is to start young, work hard, and move up through the ranks. The two ingredients are hard work—not quitting when things get tough—and luck—spots opening up on the rungs above you. LBJ’s is that quintessential American story.

The problem is, when we look at the data, LBJ’s isn’t the quintessential presidential story at all.

Only three other presidents out of the 43 people who have been president at the time of this writing climbed the rungs of all four elected federal offices: Richard Nixon, Andrew Johnson, and John Tyler. Just over half of the presidents were ever congressmen at all.

It gets even more interesting when we look at the amount of time these men spent climbing up the political ladder. The ten oldest presidents—the ones who bring our age average up—held a federal office for nine years,* or less than two Senate terms. Lyndon B. Johnson’s story would suggest that these older presidents fought their way up the congressional ladder over a quarter century, and just got started a little later. But no.

In fact, most presidents spent just over half as many years in state and federal politics as LBJ did. Ignoring state politics, the average president spent just seven years as an elected official before reaching the White House. Five were never elected to any office before becoming president.

There’s something wrong with the great American ladder-climbing advice: presidents of the United States, some of the world’s most successful people, don’t follow it.

It’s like each invented his own ladder.

II.

There is a pattern to the unconventional career tracks of US presidents. We find it among other groups as well. Throughout history, fast-rising companies, rock-star executives, “overnight” movie stars, and top-selling products have outrun their peers by acting more like ladder hackers than ladder climbers.

The best way to explain how that ladder hacking works comes from the Mormons.

RELATIVELY FEW PEOPLE LIVE in the environs of Brigham Young University, out in the American West. Some who do are occasionally surprised by a late-night knock on the front door and a strange request. Not from preachers or salesmen, but from bored Mormon college students.

Mormons—and Mormon schools like BYU—have a health code that discourages alcohol. When you put tens of thousands of young abstainers together in a small college town, an obnoxious proliferation of creative group activities results. One of them is the reason for that late-night knock. It’s a game called Bigger or Better.

Bigger or Better is a scavenger hunt, a sort of trick-or-treating for (young) adults. Players divide into teams and begin with a small object, like a toothpick, then disperse and knock on neighborhood doors, one house after another.

At each answered door, the players introduce themselves with something on the order of, “We’re playing a game called Bigger or Better. Do you have something in your house that’s slightly bigger or better than this . . .” (display object) “. . . that you would trade with us?”

The first few houses are the toughest. People relaxing at night in their homes aren’t often searching for toothpicks. Even in the friendly Rocky Mountains a homeowner can be put off by such a request. But before long, a stranger will good-naturedly offer a piece of gum for that toothpick, and the game is on.

At the next house, the gum becomes a ballpoint pen. At the next: a pack of Post-it notes. Then: a copy of last month’s Nylon magazine. The magazine becomes a bouquet of flowers left by an unwanted admirer. The flowers get swapped for an old hat, and the hat is exchanged for a novelty T-shirt. In this phase of the game, the players benefit from a bit of curiosity, a little charity, and the fact that people were planning on getting rid of most of these objects anyway.

But after enough trades, the players hold objects of significant value in their hands. Now the boy who opens the door sincerely wants the T-shirt. He trades his lava lamp for it. The girls next door like the lava lamp and decide to part with a vintage mirror. The old woman down the street collects antiques; she accepts the mirror in exchange for an old BMX bike in the garage.

When time is up, the players return home to compare results. After a dozen or so trades, teams have turned toothpicks into a stereo system, a set of golf clubs, and a television set. One group even drags in a full-size canoe.*

Not bad, for a sober night out.

Bigger or Better illustrates an interesting fact: people are generally willing to take a chance on something if it only feels like a small stretch. That’s how a group of bored students transformed a toothpick into a TV, and remarkably quicker than if they’d worked their seven-dollar-per-hour college-town jobs and saved up for one. With each trade, the players exchanged or provided value—including entertainment value.

Now, if the BYU kids had gone door-to-door asking for free televisions, they wouldn’t have succeeded so quickly. Few people are willing to make that kind of stretch. This is like an intern applying for a CEO job, or a brand-new startup bidding on a NASA contract. The players eliminated resistance by breaking the big challenge (acquire something valuable like a TV) into a series of easier, repeatable challenges (make a tiny trade).

Researchers call this the psychology of “small wins.” Gamblers, on the other hand, would call it a “parlay,” which the dictionary defines as “a cumulative series of bets in which winnings accruing from each transaction are used as a stake for a further bet.”

In Bigger or Better, the parlay never stops. Players don’t wait an arbitrary period of time before moving on to the next trade, and they don’t mind if the result of a trade was only a slightly more desirable object, so long as the game keeps moving.

“By itself, one small win may seem unimportant,” writes Dr. Karl Weick in a seminal paper for American Psychologist in 1984. “A series of wins at small but significant tasks, however, reveals a pattern that may attract allies, deter opponents, and lower resistance to subsequent proposals.”

“Once a small win has been accomplished,” Weick continues, “forces are set in motion that favor another small win.”

From the outside, this simply seems like a prudent way to climb the ladder: as fast as possible,* and in small bites.

While that’s good advice, the key to the bored Mormon students’ success was not just their rapid cycle time. It was the direction they traded: sideways.

The players didn’t simply parlay toothpicks for pieces of wood of increasing size; they traded toothpicks for pens and mirrors for old bikes. They didn’t wait around for the owners of a vacant house to show up, so they could ask for a trade, and they didn’t knock on the same door over and over until a “no” became a “yes.” When a door was shut to them, they immediately picked another one. When the ladder became inefficient, they hacked it. And that is what made them successful so quickly.

The key to Bigger or Better, in other words, is the “or.”

THE FASTEST LAND ANIMAL in the world is the cheetah. It can reach speeds in excess of 70 miles per hour. But, according to behavioral biologists, speed is not the cheetah’s biggest predatory advantage. As science writer Katie Hiler puts it, “It is their agility—their skill at leaping sideways, changing directions abruptly and slowing down quickly—that gives those antelope such bad odds.”

When we look at fast success in business and other fields, we see this cheetah behavior everywhere: One of the fastest-selling and transformative cellular phones in the world—the iPhone—was introduced by a personal computer company, at a time when the phone market was dominated by telecommunications firms. Nintendo began its life printing Japanese playing cards; the company brokered in taxis, instant rice, and hotels before it saw opportunity in the emerging American arcade scene. The novelist James Patterson, whose books have sold 275 million copies at last count, was an ad executive before switching over to literature (and leveraging his marketing expertise to become a bestseller). Award-winning actress Zoe Saldana was a ballet dancer before becoming a movie star. (Her first role was a ballet dancer.) This is often how “overnight success” happens for entertainers and public figures; they work hard in their field, then switch ladders and level up, to observers’ surprise.

Business research shows that this kind of ladder switching generally tends to accelerate a company’s growth. Companies that pivot—that is, switch business models or products—while on the upswing tend to perform much better than those that stay on a single course. The 2011 Startup Genome Report of new technology companies states that, “Startups that pivot once or twice raise 2.5x more money, have 3.6x better user growth, and are 52% less likely to scale prematurely.”

LET’S TAKE A DEEPER look at the fastest-climbing US presidents. The ones who bring down the average time spent on the political ladder. Here they are:








	President
	Years in Elected Political Office




	 
	 



	Zachary Taylor
	0




	Ulysses S. Grant
	0




	Herbert Hoover
	0




	William Howard Taft
	0




	Dwight D. Eisenhower
	0




	George Washington
	1




	Chester Arthur
	1




	Woodrow Wilson
	2




	Abraham Lincoln
	2




	Grover Cleveland
	5




	George W. Bush
	5




	Franklin D. Roosevelt
	5




	Rutherford B. Hayes
	7




	Jimmy Carter
	8




	Ronald Reagan
	8







Here we have one-third of our presidents, most of whom had less time in elected office than it takes to get a political science degree.

Now let’s look at what they did before president:








	President

	Occupation(s) Prior to Presidency




	Zachary Taylor

	US Army Lieutenant > Major General > President




	Ulysses S. Grant

	Soldier > Leather Worker > US Army General > President




	Herbert Hoover

	Philanthropist > Secretary of Commerce > President




	William Howard Taft

	Prosecutor > Judge > Governor-General of the Philippines > Secretary of War > President




	Dwight D. Eisenhower

	Military Officer > WWII Supreme Allied Commander > University President > President




	George Washington

	Continental Congress Delegate > General > President




	Chester Arthur

	New York Port Collector > Vice President > President




	Woodrow Wilson

	University President > Governor > President




	Abraham Lincoln

	State Legislator > Congressman > Prairie Lawyer > President




	Grover Cleveland

	Sheriff > Mayor > Governor > President




	George W. Bush

	Businessman > Governor > President




	Franklin D. Roosevelt

	State Senator > Assistant Secretary of the Navy > Governor > President




	Rutherford B. Hayes

	Military Officer > Congressman > Governor > President




	Jimmy Carter

	Peanut Farmer > State Senator > Governor > President




	Ronald Reagan

	Actor > Governor > President







The first thing you’ll notice is that no two presidents in this group had the same climb up the ladder. You may have also noticed that there are a lot of military men in this list. And governors, too.

Then there are some weird ones. Philanthropist? University president? Actor?

Many of these men did have political savvy. William Howard Taft, for example, came from a well-connected family, and his eight-plus-rung ladder climb involved being collector of internal revenue in Cincinnati and governor of the US-occupied Philippines. But this is certainly not the expected path to president.

The common pattern among these fastest-rising US presidents’ journeys is that, like the BYU students, they didn’t parlay up a linear path. They climbed various ladders of success and then switched to the presidential ladder.

It’s clear that switching ladders can help bypass “dues” and accelerate the Bigger or Better cycle. But what makes someone willing to make that sideways trade with us in the first place?

What about a general or a philanthropist makes us willing to make him our president?

III.

If there was ever a US president who stayed the course, it was Andrew Johnson. For 13 years, he paid his dues in Tennessee as mayor, state representative, and state senator. He spent ten years in the US House, four years as governor of Tennessee, five years as US senator, three years as military governor of Tennessee during the Civil War, and finally, vice president under Abraham Lincoln, who needed a Southerner in the White House to help unify the crumbling nation.

When Lincoln was assassinated, Johnson, one of the presidents with the longest political careers in history, assumed the presidency at age 56.

And then he proceeded to screw up.

Johnson was handed the high office at a time when America was bruised and needed a good leader. But Johnson, despite his experience, was not a good leader. He was backward and racist, consistently undermined by his own inner circle, and he would have certainly botched America’s post–Civil War reconstruction if only Congress had let him. The first president to be impeached, Johnson was the antithesis of the cheetah.

Historian James Ford Rhodes writes that Johnson “worked in a groove. Obstinate rather than firm it undoubtedly seemed to him that following counsel and making concessions were a display of weakness.”

This was a man too stubborn to adapt. Though he spent more time in politics than nearly any other president, historians rank him as the second worst ever.

Clearly, paying his dues did not qualify him for the job.

It seems fair for success to be determined not by the hardworking but broken model of paying dues, but by merit and smarts. And we’d rather have presidents like Abe Lincoln than Andrew Johnson. But how are we to determine who’s fit for the job, if not through past experience?

FOR HUNDREDS OF YEARS, people from every corner of the planet have flocked to New York City for the reason Frank Sinatra immortalized: to prove they could “make it.” The allure, the prestige, the struggle to survive, breeds a brand, an image of the city that ripples out to the rest of the world. Sinatra sang about proving himself to himself. “If I can make it there, I’ll make it anywhere.” New York was the yardstick.

New York has indeed become a global yardstick—for artists, businesspeople, and dreamers of all stripes. He was a lawyer in New York? He must be good. Doesn’t matter if he was the worst lawyer in the city. If you can make it in New York, people assume that you can make it anywhere.

The yardstick the public uses when judging a presidential candidate, it turns out, is not how much time the candidate has in politics. “It’s leadership qualities,” explains the presidential historian Doug Wead, a former adviser to George H. W. Bush and the author of 30 books on the presidents. Indeed, polls indicate that being “a strong and decisive leader” is the number one characteristic a presidential candidate can have.

The fastest-climbing presidents, it turns out, used the Sinatra Principle to convey their leadership cred. What shows leadership like commanding an army (Washington), running a university (Wilson), governing a state for a few years—even if you started out as an actor (Reagan)—or building a new political party and having the humility to put aside your own interests for the good of the whole (Lincoln)?

Dwight D. Eisenhower led the United States and its allies to victory against Hitler. He had never held an elected office. He won by a landslide with five times the electoral votes of his rival. “If he can make it there, he can make it anywhere,” US voters decided.

IV.

The presidents, for the most part, got to high office by not playing the game everyone else plays. They acquire leadership experience in disparate fields, then use Frank Sinatra–style credibility to switch ladders to politics.

There’s one remaining question, however. We’ve seen how dues and experience are bad proxies for ability or merit. But does bypassing dues and experience leave us without the necessary skill to do the job? The Sinatra Principle helps presidents get the job, but does it qualify them for it?

Why don’t we ask the ten top-rated presidents in history:*









	President

	Years in Elected Office

	Previous Occupation




	Abraham Lincoln

	2

	Party Builder




	George Washington

	1

	General




	Franklin D. Roosevelt

	5

	Assistant Secretary of the Navy




	Teddy Roosevelt

	8

	Sheriff




	Harry S. Truman

	11

	Judge




	John F. Kennedy

	14

	Soldier, Author




	Thomas Jefferson

	13

	Lawyer, Revolutionary




	Dwight D. Eisenhower

	0

	War Hero




	Woodrow Wilson

	2

	University President




	Ronald Reagan

	8

	Actor







All ten of the top ten presidents in C-SPAN’s survey were hackers. Only one, JFK, climbed a semblance of a traditional ladder; he served in both houses of Congress, but was a war hero and author of a Pulitzer Prize–winning book—clearly not the average ladder climber. Each of the men on this list worked hard in his career, learned and proved leadership through diverse experiences, and switched ladders multiple times. They continuously parlayed their current success for something more, and they didn’t give up when they lost elections (which most of them did).

The ladder switching made them better at getting elected and better at the job. To be a good president, Wead says, “You’ve got to be able to think on your feet.” Stubbornness and tradition make for poor performance—as we see with Andrew Johnson and other presidents at the bottom of history’s rankings.

The fact that our best presidents—and history’s other greatest overachievers—circumvented the system to get to the top speaks to what’s wrong with our conventional wisdom of paying dues and climbing the ladder. Hard work and luck are certainly ingredients of success, but they’re not the entire recipe.

Senators and representatives, by contrast, generally play the dues-and-ladder game of hierarchy and formality. And they get stuck in the congressional spiderweb. “The people that go into Congress go step by step by step,” Wead explains.

But presidents don’t.

It begs the question: should we?

WE LIVE IN AN age of nontraditional ladder climbing. Not just in politics, but in business and personal development and education and entertainment and innovation. Traditional paths are not just slow; they’re no longer viable if we want to compete and innovate.

That’s great news, because throwing out the dues paradigm leads us toward meritocracy. But to be successful, we need to start thinking more like hackers, acting more like entrepreneurs. We have to work smarter, not just harder.

We’ll see throughout the following chapters how Sinatra-style credibility and ladder switching—always parlaying for something more—are the foundation for how the most interesting people and companies in the world succeed. It’s not just how presidents get to the top. It’s how CEOs and comedians and racecar drivers hone their skills and make it in the big leagues. It’s how new businesses grow fast, and old businesses grow faster. It’s how entrepreneurs create life-changing products in record time and inventors parlay dreams for bigger dreams.

Hacking the ladder is the mind-set they use to get places. The rest of this book is about becoming good enough to deserve it.


Chapter 2

TRAINING WITH MASTERS

“The Vocal Thief”

I.

The kid was nervous.

He stood on a small stage on Second Avenue, in the heart of the Upper East Side of Manhattan. Feet away from him sat Lorne Michaels, the gatekeeper to the world’s most prestigious comedy clique and creator of the most Emmy-nominated television show in history. With dark eyes and short, salt-and-pepper hair, the man sat in a wooden chair and waited, silent and scrutinizing, expressionless as he usually was at times like this.

It was 1996, and this was The Comic Strip, the oldest stand-up comedy showcase club in New York City. The long-haired kid wore jeans and a pullover T-shirt, and held in his shaking hands a Troll doll, a plastic, pantsless toy with beady eyes and neon hair.

It was a rare audition for NBC’s weekly sketch comedy series, Saturday Night Live. With The Comic Strip’s iconic brick wall to his back—where Eddie Murphy and a hundred other superstar comics had cast their shadows over the years—and with a cluster of veteran comedy producers to his front, the kid stood, feet rooted to the spot where he was about to spend the scariest three minutes of his life.

Then the kid—Jimmy Fallon—took a breath, and began his routine.

ABOUT NINE MONTHS EARLIER, Randi Siegel, a feisty, up-and-coming talent manager, was starting a new job. She’d gotten her feet wet in the comedy industry working with stars like David Spade and Adam Sandler, and had, by age 26, worked herself into the SNL in crowd.

One day, a colleague named Peter Iselin, who’d recently moved to L.A. from Upstate New York, handed Siegel an audition tape.

“There’s this kid,” he told her—one of his former interns from his last job. “He’s really great with impressions, and he wants to be on Saturday Night Live.”

Get in line, Siegel thought. So does everyone else.

But she watched the tape anyway.

The five-minute home video showed a teenage Jimmy performing at a small comedy club. The bit was a pretend audition held by a Troll doll that was seeking a spokesman. Various characters, voiced by Jimmy, “auditioned” for the “job,” including a convincing faux–Jerry Seinfeld.

“He was adorable,” Siegel recalls. “Very, very green. He was this nervous kid. But talent shines through, and he clearly had that.”

She asked for Jimmy’s phone number.

A FEW DAYS LATER, Siegel stayed late at the office and dialed long-distance.

“Hi,” she said. “I’m looking for Jimmy Fallon.”

“This is Jimmy Fallon,” announced a hyper-sounding 20-year-old on the other end.

“Oh. This is Randi Siegel—”

“Randi Siegel! I know who you are!”

This was not the response she expected. It turned out that while his peers at St. Rose College memorized NFL rosters and the names of their favorite rock band drummers, Jimmy had tirelessly followed his heroes in comedy. He fixated on the careers of comics like Sandler and Spade and tracked the movements of their management teams, agencies, films, and TV shows as if he was earning school credit for it.

Jimmy’s goal since childhood, he explained to Siegel, had been to join the cast of Saturday Night Live.

He was endearing. After a two-hour call, Siegel offered to represent him. She had one question, however.

“Why don’t you stay and graduate?” Jimmy was a semester shy of a degree. Siegel suggested that they get started in the summer, so he’d have a bachelor’s degree to fall back on, just in case.

“No, no,” Jimmy insisted. “I need to get on Saturday Night Live, and you’re going to make it happen, because you know Adam Sandler! I don’t want to do anything else.”

Siegel knew this was a long shot—and a long-term endeavor—especially for an out-of-town kid with zero acting credits. But for some reason, she couldn’t turn him down; she had never met someone as focused and passionate about a single dream as this grinning bumpkin from the tiny town of Saugerties, New York. And though his skills were rough, given some time in the industry, she thought he might just make it.

“OK, let’s do this,” she said.

So, in January 1996 Jimmy quit college and moved to Los Angeles. For six months, Siegel booked him gigs on small, local stand-up comedy stages. Then, without warning, SNL put a call out for auditions; three cast members would be leaving the show. Having worked with one of the departing actors, David Spade, Siegel pulled a few strings and arranged a Hail Mary for the young Jimmy Fallon: an audition at The Comic Strip.

SO HERE HE WAS. Fresh-faced, sweating in his light shirt, holding his Troll doll. In front of Lorne Michaels and a phalanx of Hollywood shakers.

When Jimmy ended his three-minute bit, the audience clapped politely. True to his reputation, Michaels didn’t laugh. Not once. Jimmy went home and awaited word.

Finally, the results came: SNL had invited Tracy Morgan, Ana Gasteyer, and Chris Kattan, each of whom had hustled in the comedy scene for years, to join the cast. Jimmy—the newbie whose well-connected manager had finagled an invite—was crushed.

“Was he completely raw? A hundred percent,” Siegel says.

But, the SNL people said, “Let’s keep an eye on him.”

II.

If you don’t live under a rock, you probably know that Jimmy Fallon eventually became one of comedy’s fastest-rising icons and the host of the prestigious Tonight Show by age 38. This chapter is about how he ultimately shortened his path to Hollywood success.

Many entertainers toil for decades to get their break. They pay their Actors Guild dues, hone their craft, and starve like artists until they reach a tipping point. Funnyman Louis C.K., for example, spent 15 years performing stand-up comedy for ungrateful local crowds before finally catching his break and becoming a recognizable name with his own cable TV series.

On the other hand, some people skip the dues and jump straight to the top, like the Canadian singer Justin Bieber, who played a few songs on YouTube and became an international megastar in a year. Bieber’s first record went platinum; his first single went diamond; his second and third records each hit number one by the time he was eighteen.

Both C.K. and Bieber are extremely gifted performers. Both climbed to the top of their industry, and in fact, both ultimately used the Internet to get big. But somehow Bieber “made it” in one-fifteenth of the time.

How did he climb so much faster than the guy Rolling Stone calls the funniest man in America—and what does this have to do with Jimmy Fallon?

The answer begins with a story from Homer’s Odyssey.

When the Greek adventurer Odysseus embarked for war with Troy, he entrusted his son, Telemachus, to the care of a wise old friend named Mentor. Mentor raised and coached Telemachus in his father’s absence.

But it was really the goddess Athena disguised as Mentor who counseled the young man through various important situations. Through Athena’s training and wisdom, Telemachus soon became a great hero.

“Mentor” helped Telemachus shorten his ladder of success.

The simple answer to the Bieber question is that the young singer shot to the top of pop with the help of two music industry mentors. And not just any run-of-the-mill coach, but R&B giant Usher Raymond and rising-star manager Scooter Braun. They reached from the top of the ladder where they were and pulled Bieber up, where his talent could be recognized by a wide audience. They helped him polish his performing skills, and in four years Bieber had sold 15 million records and been named by Forbes as the third most powerful celebrity in the world. Without Raymond’s and Braun’s mentorship, Biebs would probably still be playing acoustic guitar back home in Canada. He’d be hustling on his own just like Louis C.K., begging for attention amid a throng of hopeful entertainers.

Mentorship is the secret of many of the highest-profile achievers throughout history. Socrates mentored young Plato, who in turn mentored Aristotle. Aristotle mentored a boy named Alexander, who went on to conquer the known world as Alexander the Great.

From The Karate Kid to Star Wars to The Matrix, adventure stories often adhere to a template in which a protagonist forsakes humble beginnings and embarks on a great quest. Before the quest heats up, however, he or she receives training from a master: Obi Wan Kenobi. Mr. Miyagi. Mickey Goldmill. Haymitch. Morpheus. Quickly, the hero is ready to face overwhelming challenges. Much more quickly than if he’d gone to light-saber school.

The mentor story is so common because it seems to work—especially when the mentor is not just a teacher, but someone who’s traveled the road herself. “A master can help you accelerate things,” explains Jack Canfield, author of the Chicken Soup for the Soul series and career coach behind the bestseller The Success Principles. He says that, like C.K., we can spend thousands of hours practicing until we master a skill, or we can convince a world-class practitioner to guide our practice and cut the time to mastery significantly.

Research from Brunel University shows that chess students who trained with coaches increased on average 168 points in their national ratings versus those who didn’t. Though long hours of deliberate practice are unavoidable in the cognitively complex arena of chess, the presence of a coach for mentorship gives players a clear advantage. Chess prodigy Joshua Waitzkin (the subject of the film Searching for Bobby Fischer) for example, accelerated his career when national chess master Bruce Pandolfini discovered him playing chess in Washington Square Park in New York as a boy. Pandolfini coached young Waitzkin one on one, and the boy won a slew of chess championships, setting a world record at an implausibly young age.

Business research backs this up, too. Analysis shows that entrepreneurs who have mentors end up raising seven times as much capital for their businesses, and experience 3.5 times faster growth than those without mentors. And in fact, of the companies surveyed, few managed to scale a profitable business model without a mentor’s aid.

Even Steve Jobs, the famously visionary and dictatorial founder of Apple, relied on mentors, such as former football coach and Intuit CEO Bill Campbell, to keep himself sharp.

SO, DATA INDICATES THAT those who train with successful people who’ve “been there” tend to achieve success faster. The winning formula, it seems, is to seek out the world’s best and convince them to coach us.

Except there’s one small wrinkle. That’s not quite true.

We just held up Justin Bieber as an example of great, rapid-mentorship success. But since his rapid rise, he’s gotten into an increasing amount of trouble. Fights. DUIs. Resisting arrest. Drugs. At least one story about egging someone’s house. It appears that Bieber started unraveling nearly as quickly as he rocketed to Billboard number one.

OK, first of all, Bieber’s young. He’s acting like the rock star he is. But his mentor, Usher, also got to Billboard number one at age 18, and he managed to dominate pop music for a decade without DUIs or egg-vandalism incidents. Could it be that Bieber missed something in the mentorship process?

History, it turns out, is full of people who’ve been lucky enough to have amazing mentors and have stumbled anyway.

Indeed, equal amounts of research support both assertions: that mentorship works and that it doesn’t. Mentoring programs break down in the workplace so often that scholarly research contradicts itself about the value of mentoring at all, and prompts Harvard Business Review articles with titles such as “Why Mentoring Doesn’t Work.”

The mentorship slip is illustrated well by family businesses: 70 percent of them fail when passed to the second generation. A business-owner parent is in a perfect spot to mentor his or her child to run a company. And yet, sometime between mentorship and the business handoff, something critical doesn’t stick.

One of the most tantalizing ideas about training with a master is that the master can help her protégé skip several steps up the ladder. Sometimes this ends up producing Aristotle. But sometimes it produces Icarus, to whom his father and master craftsman Daedalus of Greek mythology gave wings; Icarus then flew too high too fast and died.

Jimmy Fallon’s mentor, one of the best-connected managers Jimmy could have for his SNL dream, served him up on a platter to SNL auditions in a fraction of the expected time it should take a new comedian to get there. But Jimmy didn’t cut it—yet.

There was still one more ingredient, the one that makes the difference between rapid-rising protégés who soar and those who melt their wings and crash.

III.

In the mid-1990s, local outrage bubbled over some distressing news at Great Ormond Street Hospital (GOSH), a children’s clinic in London: The beloved 150-year-old medical facility, to which J. M. Barrie had bequeathed the rights to his play Peter Pan in 1929, was killing children.

Not on purpose, of course. But a perplexingly high mortality rate plagued the facility’s cardiac ward. Doctors studied the hospital’s surgery processes and determined that a large number of fatalities occurred due to problems during the handovers between the operating room and the intensive care unit.

The risks of opening up a tiny child’s chest cavity and repairing her heart are already terrifyingly high. But once she’s stitched up, the medical staff must transfer all her life support equipment—monitoring lines, ventilator, vasodilators—not once, but twice: first, between the OR and a wheeled bed for transport, then again to a bed in the ICU. The process typically takes about 15 minutes. There were plenty of opportunities to screw up during the shuffle, but especially worrisome was the knowledge transfer. When the nuances of each particular case that were learned in surgery were lost in the handovers, patients suffered.

For years, the medical staff, exhausted after marathon surgeries, simply tried to do better at handovers. Nobody wanted these kids to die. But not only did errors persist, 30 percent of handover-related problems were caused by both equipment and information errors—the staff doubly screwed up.

One day, after lengthy surgeries, two tired doctors, Martin Elliott and Alan Goldman, sat down in front of a television for a break. Unbeknownst to them, that short break would change everything for the hospital.

“I’d done a transplant, then an arterial switch in the morning, and we were both pretty knackered,” said Elliott. “The Formula 1 came on TV just as we were sitting down.”

The doctors watched the drivers zoom around a racetrack at 300 kilometers per hour. Then, one car pulled over to the side of the circuit for a pit stop, “and we just realized,” Dr. Elliott said, “that the pit stop where they changed tires and topped up the fuel was pretty well identical in concept to what we do in handover.”

In seven seconds, the pit crew tore off four tires, filled a tank of gas, screwed on four new tires, and leapt out of the way for the car to scream back onto the track. Working as if controlled by a hive mind, the Formula 1 crews made the GOSH staff look like monkeys fighting over ventilator tubes.

“So we phoned them up.”

Before long, the GOSH doctors found themselves hanging out with a Ferrari pit team in Italy. The mechanics demonstrated their process for the doctors up close and in detail.

Right away the GOSH team observed several differences between the Ferrari routine and their own. The pit crew meticulously planned out every possible scenario of what could go wrong during a handover and practiced each scenario until it became habit; GOSH staff, on the other hand, handled surprises on the fly.

Ferrari crewmembers operated with lots of physical space between each other; the hospital staff constantly got in each other’s way—by virtue of the small space, they claimed. But a dozen grown men with power tools managed to gather round about as small a space during every race without bottlenecking anybody.

Ferrari pit crews had a dedicated overseer who ran the show. This overseer, often called a “lollipop man,” would stand back to watch and direct the operation holistically. Only when he waved his flag would the car be allowed back onto the track. In a hospital room full of surgeons, anesthesiologists, and nurses, there was no conductor, no lollipop man. Each staff member simply helped out where he or she thought help was needed.

Finally, the GOSH doctors noted that the Ferrari technicians worked in silence. In contrast, hospital handovers were full of chatter; they not only talked through what was happening (“Ventilator is reattached!”) but just chatted during the procedure.

When the doctors returned to London, they hired a dance choreographer to practice movements and add space to the small working area around a hospital bed. They turned the handover scramble into a routine, where each staffer had a prescribed set of actions. Contingencies for various scenarios were mapped out, then practiced. The head anesthesiologist became the lollipop man, standing back to observe and direct.

And everyone shut up.

Before long, the hospital had reduced its worst handover errors by 66 percent.

AFTER TRAINING WITH MASTER handover artists, the GOSH team created a life-saving shift at the hospital. The Formula 1 mentorship clearly worked out for them, and probably better than if the doctors had asked handover experts from another hospital for help.

But what about the training made it work, especially when so many other mentorship relationships don’t?

The answer comes from the research of a young psychologist named Christina M. Underhill, who in the early 2000s noticed something troubling. Like most of us, she’d grown up with Star Wars and other heroes-with-mentors storylines. But when she dug into the academic side of mentorship, she observed that most studies were either scientifically unsound, or produced contradictory results. Common wisdom said that protégés benefited from being mentored by more experienced colleagues—just as we learn from the Greeks—but many of the reports she saw disagreed on not only if mentorship worked, but how well, and under what circumstances.

Underhill compiled 25 years of mentorship research—more than 100 studies—and looked at the data. She tossed out flawed case studies and anecdotal articles marketing particular coaching programs, and focused on research in which the career outcomes of mentees at work were measured and compared with the outcomes of those who were not mentored.

The statistics showed that businesspeople who were mentored in the workplace tended to achieve slightly more at work, on average, than those who didn’t. Counterintuitively, however, “Informal mentoring,” Underhill found, “produced a larger and more significant effect on career outcomes than formal mentoring.”

The mentorship study data conflicted, it turned out, because of the difference between structured mentoring programs, which were less effective, and mentorship that happened organically. In fact, one-on-one mentoring in which an organization formally matched people proved to be nearly as worthless as a person having not been mentored at all. However, when students and mentors came together on their own and formed personal relationships, the mentored did significantly better, as measured by future income, tenure, number of promotions, job satisfaction, work stress, and self-esteem.

This is why Sheryl Sandberg, the COO of Facebook and the author of Lean In, dedicates a chapter in her book to this concept, arguing that asking someone to formally mentor you is like asking a celebrity for an autograph; it’s stiff, inorganic, and often doesn’t work out. “Searching for a mentor has become the professional equivalent of waiting for Prince Charming,” she writes. “Young women are told that if they can just find the right mentor, they will be pushed up the ladder and whisked away to the corner office to live happily ever after. Once again, we are teaching women to be too dependent on others.” This waiting for luck to strike is the antithesis of lateral thinking. And the research shows she’s right.

All those expensive mentorship programs that corporations put on to smash strangers together in the hopes of increased success are basically just rolling dice. But in light of Underhill’s research, the GOSH doctors did something very right: They managed to build an organic bond with the Formula 1 pit crews. By the time the handover problems had been fixed, the relationship between the doctors and racers had developed beyond what Elliott and Goldman originally envisioned. They had gone to Formula 1 seeking technical help, and ended up becoming friends.

The GOSH doctors and nurses needed to model moves of master handoverers, and











































OEBPS/images/9780062302465_coverimage.jpg
“One of the most entertaining and
thought-provoking books of the year.”
—Adam Grant, bestselling author of Give and Take

SMARTCGUTS

SHANE SNOW

and Icons Acceleratle Success

1
How Hackers, Innovalors, :
:
1





OEBPS/images/9780062302465_tpimage.jpg
SMARTCUTS

How Hackers, Innovators,
and Icons Accelerate Success

SHANE SNOW

HARPER
BUSINESS

An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





