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INTRODUCTION 

MY STRETCH

A recruiter from a Silicon Valley start-up cold-called me on a spring day in 2000. She had been searching to fill a position for months and was convinced I was the right person. At the time, I was barely a year into my first job as a strategy consultant in Washington, D.C. I had never heard of the company, Vividence, and didn’t know anyone living in California. But I knew the area was “hot,” and I didn’t want to pass up on the chance to take a closer look.

The night before my flight, I bought a copy of Michael Lewis’s exposé about Silicon Valley called The New New Thing to learn more about a region that seemed exhilarating but also a bit unnerving.

As soon as I arrived, the company went all out to persuade me to join the team. Vividence had the best venture capital backers and lots of money—how could it not succeed? It was an exciting and growing company, with new hires coming on board each week. The pantry was always packed with snacks, and there were free dinners catered nightly. I’d have my own team, a bigger title, and the potential to strike it rich.

How could I say no?

A month later, I started a new job that took me away from family and friends. It was easy to get caught up in the valley’s booming growth and buzzing creativity. There were glittering parties and promises of transforming everything from how we shop and date to how we learn and interact, all backed by a surge of venture capital and a flood of eager people like myself coming for California’s most recent gold rush. I exercised my stock options early, believing that it was never a question of if I’d strike gold, only a matter of how long it would take.

Vividence helped our clients’ websites operate better by conducting research. In theory, we wanted to be a software company to command a higher market value. In reality, we blew through tens of millions of dollars, just like many of our dotcom clients, to build something unsustainable—until the money train screeched to a halt, venture capital dried up, and we desperately but unsuccessfully tried to adapt to no longer having a blank check.

In a matter of months, we went from a high-flying start-up backed by over $50 million from the most prestigious venture capital firms to a collapsing business whose employees were fired just as fast as they had been hired. I saw some of the smartest and nicest people I’ve ever known heartbroken from having to leave what they had invested so much of themselves in developing.

Worried about the longevity of our company and the security of my job, I regularly visited FuckedCompany.com, the website that had sprung up to predict failing businesses and speculate about the reckless mismanagement that led to their demise. It provided an early warning about our fate and a comforting feeling that we were far from alone in our troubles.

The spreading economic collapse in Silicon Valley unfolded during a serious tragedy that devastated the country. On September 11, 2001, terrorists attacked the United States, killing almost 3,000 people and changing the nation’s psyche forever. Jeremy Glick, a colleague of mine at Vividence, was traveling on United Flight 93 back to our headquarters. Placed in the most harrowing circumstances, Jeremy quickly teamed up with several other passengers to resist the attackers. Short on time and tools, they mounted a brave fight with what little they had, saving many lives by forcing the plane to the ground in rural Pennsylvania, away from a major population center.

In the wake of the 9/11 tragedy, lots of people reflected on their lives—and I was no different. I questioned how I was spending my time and what I really wanted to achieve. I was ready for a change, and I knew I’d likely be out of a job soon.

I started a PhD in organizational behavior at the University of Michigan. As I arrived, its faculty members were in the midst of their own post-9/11 crisis of conscience. They were leading a scholarly shake-up that came to be called Positive Organizations, which emphasizes bringing out the highest potential in people and organizations though engaging a person’s whole self and the organization’s larger purpose. Career success and profits are critical—but so, too, are living a satisfying and meaningful life and building sustainable companies that make a difference. I had found a place to examine some of my biggest questions of the past couple of years:

Why do some people and organizations succeed with so little, while others fail with so much?

Why do we get caught up chasing what we don’t have?

How is it possible to achieve more prosperous organizations, rewarding careers, and fulfilling lives with what’s already in hand?
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Fifteen years after I left Vividence, people and organizations keep falling into the same traps I experienced during the dotcom era. Our most recent recession—caused by consumers and companies borrowing excessively to fund lifestyles and operations beyond their means—brought lots of damage: $19.2 trillion of household wealth destroyed, nearly 8.8 million jobs lost, and confidence in our country’s major institutions—including banks, businesses, and government—eroded.

Today, we’re just as prone to think we need more to do more, and just as likely to overlook the abundance right in front of us. From the oil bust to the most recent tech run-up in Silicon Valley, history has, and will, repeat itself—unless we intervene.

In the chapters that follow, I’m going to draw from over a decade of my own research on the science of resourcefulness to teach you how to stretch. I’ll share with you a powerful mind-set and a skill set that allows you to work with the resources you have to become more successful and satisfied in business and in life. Once you learn how to embrace and expand on the untapped value right in front of you, you’ll unlock exciting possibilities to achieve more than you ever imagined.





ONE

A TALE OF TWO BEERS

WORK WITH WHAT YOU’VE GOT

In the fall of 1961, a headstrong teenager named Dick left rural Pennsylvania to attend a military high school 150 miles away. Its rigid schedule and strict rules required students to rise early, dress in naval-style uniforms, and salute instructors. It was a far cry from his hometown life, where friends called him “Party Boy”—a fitting nickname for the son of a regional brewery owner who’d begun working in the family’s warehouse stacking cases of beer a few summers back.

When his parents visited a month into the term, Dick begged them to take him home so he could learn about the family business. They refused. With the industry struggling, they hoped their son’s new surroundings would inspire him to pursue a more promising future away from beer.

Dick had other plans. After convincing a maintenance man to give him civilian clothes, he climbed a tree and jumped over a wall to escape the forty-acre campus. He hopped on a bus to Philadelphia before hitchhiking home, unable to stay away from the brewery he loved. His return home with little more than the clothes on his back would foreshadow the resourceful way he would ultimately go on to turn the struggling family enterprise into one of the country’s most successful beer producers, becoming a billionaire at the time his chief rival squandered what could’ve turned into a $9 billion company.

Started in 1829 as the Eagle Brewery by his German ancestors, the business had outlasted scores of other brewers by the time Dick took over for his ailing father in 1985. The three major players—Anheuser-Busch, Miller, and Stroh—controlled 70 percent of the national beer market. Dick’s brewery put out a modest 137,000 barrels annually, a drop in the bucket of the close to 200 million barrels produced nationwide. Faced with competition from these mega-companies, smaller producers typically took one of two paths. Some gave up as independents and sold themselves to competitors. Others tried to grow rapidly through acquisitions.

Dick rejected both options. He wouldn’t sell, and he wouldn’t buy. Instead, he’d find better ways to work with what he had to build a prosperous business he’d enjoy running.

Although big marketing dollars typically drove beer sales, Dick found ways to get more out of his modest advertising budget. He built awareness by tapping into his company’s rich but underutilized history. America’s oldest brewery had a type of appeal that separated its products from the three major producers.

Instead of entering as many markets as possible, Dick limited sales to only a handful of regions, creating a sense of scarcity that drove more demand. A cultlike group of fans would cross state borders to buy the hard-to-get beer, lending a mystique to the brand. Several enthusiasts became the beer’s best, and free, advertisers, and even started campaigns to appeal to the company to come to their part of the country.

As his business grew, Dick purchased used tanks, bottlers, and labelers—giving them a second life.

By 1996, Dick’s efforts to get the most out of his 150-plus-year-old factory were so successful that the five hundred thousand barrels the company brewed finally maxed out the facility, which had been built to produce only about half as much.

Before investing in another plant, he consulted with his most important partners—his four daughters. With only 3 percent of family businesses making it to the fourth generation or beyond, he wanted to gauge their passion for becoming sixth-generation owners. Only after they enthusiastically expressed interest did Dick see a purpose in continuing to grow the business.

Dick’s company, D. G. Yuengling & Son, grew into America’s largest domestically owned beer producer. But that was never his goal. “We were not in any race to be the largest domestically owned brewer,” he reflects. “Our game is longevity. . . . My daughters . . . are in the business now and we want their kids to be able to run it some day. That’s what’s satisfying to us.”

Forbes estimates the blue jeans– and sneaker-wearing leader of the beer giant has a net worth of close to $2 billion. Even with all his wealth, he still drives a modest car and regularly turns off lights left on at the office. “They say I’m cheap,” he told me, “but I’m economical.”

His motto—to work with what he has and make the most out of it—helped him achieve the elusive goal of creating a thriving and sustainable business he enjoys running alongside his children.

What made Dick so successful and satisfied when so many other brewers went bust, running themselves and their companies into the ground?

As a social scientist and Rice University professor, I’ve spent over a decade studying what makes organizations more prosperous and the people who work inside them better off. I’ve researched, consulted with, or worked at organizations in industries as diverse as technology, manufacturing, banking, retail, energy, health care, and nonprofits, spending time with top executives at Fortune 500 companies, entrepreneurs launching their businesses, front-line employees trying to make a difference, and everyone in between. I’ve had the privilege of teaching thousands of people from all over the world—executives, engineers, teachers, doctors, working parents, and young people just starting their professional lives.

What I’ve found in my research, and what a growing body of scientific evidence supports, is that how we think about and use resources has a tremendous influence on professional success, personal satisfaction, and organizational performance. The problem is: We routinely overestimate the importance of acquiring resources but even more significantly underestimate our ability to make more out of those we have.

Whether adapting to major changes, going about everyday routines, or trying to carve out meaningful careers and lives, my research explains how people and organizations can expand their resources to achieve great things and feel fulfilled—to stretch. Stretching is a learned set of attitudes and skills that comes from a simple but powerful shift from wanting more resources to embracing and acting on the possibilities of our resources already in hand.

Before stretching, we first need to break free from attitudes and habits that propel us down a dangerous path. When embarking on our most important efforts, from how we build businesses and cultivate careers to how we raise families and find happiness in our lives, our instincts are to follow a basic rule:



Having More Resources = Getting Better Results



When you want to complete a project faster, so the logic goes, add more staff. If you want to have a higher impact at work, get a fancier title and a larger office. To prop up a declining product, spend additional marketing dollars. To make schools more effective, hire more teachers. For government to work better, provide a bigger budget. If you want to improve your relationship, buy an expensive gift.

There is a comforting intuition to this approach. It seems only natural that the more you have, the more you can do and the better you’ll feel. But as alluring as this sentiment may seem, it regularly fails to produce the best outcomes because it leads us to go after resources we don’t need and to overlook the full potential of the resources we already have at hand.
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At the time Dick Yuengling expanded his beer business, his chief rival followed the conventional thinking of having more resources = getting better results. Started in 1849 by the German immigrant Bernhard Stroh, the Detroit brewery grew into one of America’s largest and most prestigious beer producers. At its peak, it made 31 million barrels annually, ranking it third in the nation.

Peter Stroh, the founder’s Princeton-educated great-grandson, became president of the brewery in 1967. The Stroh family had a lot riding on Peter’s results. Although many family members did not hold regular positions at the company, each nevertheless collected up to $400,000 in annual dividends (equivalent to about $1 million today). As Frances Stroh tells in her recent memoir, “For decades, the money was flowing and the Strohs lived like kings.”

Peter’s philosophy on business—“we have to grow or go”—couldn’t have been more different from Dick’s work-with-what-you-have approach. Peter told his business partners that they needed to become “as big as we can get. We have to keep acquiring other brands,” borrowing hundreds of millions of dollars along the way.

Even as family members continued to drain the company’s profits, the brewer was already on life support. Weighed down by its debt and unable to fully utilize its existing resources, especially its products and brands, the company started rapidly losing market share. Greg Stroh, a former employee and fifth-generation member of the family, said, “It was like going to a gunfight with a knife.”

The company closed its one-million-square-foot brewery in Detroit. Peter just couldn’t see any way to make it viable. “No combination of civic and labor concessions, even coordinated with capital investment, could make the antiquated Detroit plant cost-efficient,” he said.

Not making enough progress on its turnaround, in 1989 Stroh set itself up for a sale to Coors, but shortly after inking an agreement, the potential white knight got cold feet. A decade after its failed sale to Coors, Stroh’s liquidated, squandering a family fortune that could have approached $9 billion. As Dick put it, “They’d gotten so big, so fast, it overwhelmed them.”

With so much of the industry under pressure, few brewers had the means to take advantage of Stroh’s misfortunes. Except one.

Dick Yuengling swooped in to purchase a former Stroh’s factory in Tampa, Florida, paying dramatically below its market value. The new facility let him continue to expand while his formerly outsized competitor collapsed under the load of its overexpansion. He upgraded equipment at the plant and had it operational in a mere three months—at a fraction of the cost of a new factory. Under Dick’s leadership, the Tampa facility ran with far fewer staff members than comparable plants, and it transformed its beleaguered and disempowered employees inherited from Stroh’s into problem solvers who implemented their own ideas for how to make the factory even more productive.

As one of the top three players in the industry, Stroh’s had access to tremendous resources. In principle, it should have fared better in the turbulent beer market than the smaller, and more vulnerable, Yuengling operation. But Stroh’s faltered because its managers couldn’t figure out how to use what they already had to weather stormy conditions. A strong urge to accumulate more in the form of competitors, brands, and workers turned the company’s ambitions of rapid expansion into rapid contraction.
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There is no doubt that having resources is important. Without talented staff, skills, knowledge, equipment, and the like, it becomes hard to get things done—and get them done well. Yet it’s difficult to be productive with what’s already in hand when we’re distracted by always looking for something in other people’s hands. Still worse, it’s an awful feeling to think we’re always empty-handed.

The approach followed by Stroh’s exemplifies what I call chasing. Chasing, and those who frequently rely on it, chasers, orient themselves around acquiring resources, overlooking how to expand what’s already in hand. Their decisions and actions might appear very reasonable on the surface, but I will expose the harmful consequences that lurk deeper and ultimately upend success and make people miserable.

A real difficulty with overcoming chasing is finding an alternative approach. We’re surrounded by people who try to convince us that more is better in all aspects of our lives. This brings me to my first aim in this book: to convince you that people like Dick Yuengling and companies like the one he runs turn out to be remarkably successful and satisfied by stretching. Rather than focusing on getting more, people and organizations that stretch build more with what they already possess. For people like Dick Yuengling, how they approach resources looks quite different from chasers:



Better Use of Resources = Getting Better Results



To convince you of the benefits of stretching, I will introduce studies and stories that explain how to find success and satisfaction that’s hard to get from chasing. People who routinely stretch, those I call stretchers, ask what more they can do with what they have, instead of asking what’s missing.

THE NEED TO BE RESOURCEFUL

In 1978, geologists in Siberia stumbled upon a family that had disappeared forty-two years earlier. The six-member Lykov family had fled life-threatening religious persecution and settled within a five-million-square-mile plot of largely uninhabited and treacherous land in the Sayan Mountains. Before they had fled, their life was nowhere near opulent, but exile 160 miles from anything remotely resembling civilization exceeded any of the challenges they had previously encountered. World War II started and ended without their knowledge. With typical temperatures near −30 degrees, the physical conditions of their makeshift home rivaled the psychological challenges of isolated living. In summer, reaching the Lykov family would have required a weeklong canoe trip. In winter, the harsh conditions made traveling to the family’s location impossible without a helicopter.

The parents, Karp and Akulina, raised two sons, Savin and Dmitry, and two daughters, Natalia and Agafia. The youngest children, Dmitry and Agafia, entered the world during the family’s isolation, never meeting anyone beyond their parents and siblings until the geologists’ discovery.

Cut off from civilization for decades without modern-day conveniences and social interactions outside their immediate kin, the Lykov family had little choice but to make do with what they had. Lacking what most of us take for granted, the group of six built a house with floors made of potato peels and pine nut shells. They made clothes from hemp seeds and galoshes from birch bark. Without proper hunting equipment, a barefooted Dmitry chased his prey, sometimes for days, until the animals succumbed to exhaustion.

The Lykov family had learned to adapt to their constraints and found a way to transform what few things they had into life-sustaining essentials. But they didn’t have a choice. Their very survival depended upon it. Although we might marvel at their ingenuity and feel grateful that our circumstances are far easier, the Lykov exile, in its extremeness, underscores that people can accomplish incredible, unimagined things by being resourceful in times of need.

Almost all of us face some type of constraints or limitations. People vary in their desired goals—long-term aims such as achieving career success, launching a business, finding challenging work, balancing work and family priorities, and raising good kids—as well as short-term goals like completing a project, learning something new, running a meeting, or helping a child with homework.

People also differ in the resources available to achieve these goals—including time, money, knowledge, skills, connections, and tangible objects.

We regularly encounter gaps between what we want to accomplish and what we have at hand. For some of us, constraints boil down to financial limitations; for others, it might be professional contacts, information, skills, or staff. People who are resourceful act despite these shortcomings and instead ask: How do I take what I have and get the job done?

There’s a lot that we can learn from people who overcome constraints. Constraints can motivate us to be resourceful, act in more creative ways, and solve problems better. Importantly, we can harvest these same benefits in all times by stretching: making the decision to approach our organizations, jobs, families, and lives in ways that see possibilities in what we have and creatively build on and transform them for the better.

THE CHOICE TO STRETCH

The French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss observed two different approaches to how people can go about getting stuff done—one called “engineering” and the other “bricolage.”

The engineering approach he described involves searching for a specific tool. Chasers endorse this method because they take a narrow view of what resources can do. So if they need to put a nail in the wall, they go buy a hammer. In the absence of a hammer of the right size, shape, and weight, the engineering approach starts to break down. To anticipate their challenges, chasers try to get as many tools for their toolbox as they can, even when those tools don’t meet an immediate need. Over time, their toolbox gets larger and larger, eventually making it difficult to remember what’s inside.

The bricolage approach favored by stretchers makes good use of the tools around, experimenting and testing the conventional limitations of what’s at hand. If a rock is the only thing around, a stretcher can pick it up to bang a nail into the wall—or an available brick, can of beans, high heel, or heavy flashlight.

People can use engineering or bricolage to competently get a nail into the wall, but with very different consequences. For engineering, the solution appears elegant and comforting because it conforms to a typical way to get a nail into a wall. You might find it bizarre if a carpenter came to your house with a rolling pin to do his work. But what happens when we extend this reasoning to many of the decisions we regularly make? There’s going to be a lot of effort involved in always securing the right tool for every job. Most of our time and energy get spent looking for tools and not actually putting nails into walls. And without the right tool, we are lost. When others have better tools, we not only feel bad but also think we can’t get things done with our inferior-equipped toolbox.

For bricolage, the challenge depends on breaking free from mental traps that push us always to want to use a hammer, even when we don’t have one handy. There’s a certain level of psychological discomfort that can come from using things in different ways, making our first instinct to go out and buy a hammer and to turn to bricolage only as a last resort—such as when the hardware store is closed. But what if we intentionally avoided the hardware store and forced ourselves to make the most of what we have? We would end up living a very different type of life, one I’ll argue is much more enjoyable because it calms us with what we already have and teaches us to use it in better ways. That’s why there’s a lot more to stretching than simply being resourceful in overcoming constraints. It’s an outlook on life that influences not just how we solve problems but also how we regularly obtain success and live better.
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The Van Man, as some affectionately refer to him, lives in a beat-up 1978 Volkswagen Westfalia microbus camper nicknamed after the Scooby Doo character Shaggy. When the van’s engine fails, he tries to repair it with duct tape to avoid the hassles and the cost of taking it to a mechanic. Van Man’s portable stove helps him prepare fresh and healthy meals.

In 2015, he spent part of the year parked behind the Dumpster of a Walmart in Dunedin, Florida, which offered the convenience of an on-site general store. In the daytime, the gym, courtesy of the “pull-up” bar that hangs from the shopping cart receptacle, keeps him in top-notch shape. Although Shaggy is not spacious, it does have enough storage to hold Van Man’s only pair of jeans, sleeping bag, and journals, which he pens in the evenings when not reading literature. Despite his bizarre living arrangement, Van Man enjoys it because it lets him appreciate what he has without the distractions of what others have. It also brings him closer to the outdoors he cares so much about.

Curious shoppers occasionally stop by his parking space at Walmart, wondering about the seemingly odd person who lives in a van. Some take sympathy on the man’s plight, offering him food or money. He politely declines these overtures. When they stop and talk to him, they learn something rather startling.

Van Man is a multimillionaire. He could easily afford one of the spacious homes in the neighborhood. He has chosen the Walmart parking spot not because he’s a vagrant but because it puts him in the right head space to stretch to achieve his life’s dreams. “When you live out of a van,” he says, “you have to appreciate what you have.” His personal philosophy: “Life is like the ocean to me. It’s gonna send you some good and bad waves, but at the end of the day you’re gonna ride whatever comes your way.”

The Walmart parking lot also offers the convenience of a three-mile commute to work, where he proudly parks the van next to his colleagues’ luxury sports cars and decked-out SUVs. After enjoying some coffee brewed on his stove, he works a job many young kids hope for when they grow up.

Van Man is Daniel Norris—a major league baseball player.

In 2011, Norris was the number one pitching prospect for the Toronto Blue Jays. After receiving his $2 million signing bonus, he did what many people who come into money do. He went shopping. One of his new teammates, who himself had just cashed his own bonus check, organized a three-hour spree at a local mall. Norris’s teammates spent tens of thousands of dollars on gadgets and gear. Norris’s sole purchase: a Converse shirt he bought on sale for $14. “Just cuz money’s there doesn’t mean that you gotta have nicer things than you used to,” he says.

After signing on for a large salary, Norris worried that having so much money would ruin his lifestyle and distract him from his work and love: playing baseball. He had his financial advisers deposit only $800 a month into his checking account to cover his living expenses, while conservatively investing the rest of his paycheck. His monthly stipend provides income equivalent to roughly half the amount of someone working full time at a minimum wage.

With money tight in his family when he was a child, Norris watched his friends receive new gloves and bats each season, while he kept using his old stuff. He didn’t begrudge his parents for not buying him new equipment, reflecting, “Never once did I not have everything that I needed. As a kid, you always have wants. Slowly but surely, I learned to appreciate the things that I did get. I’m so thankful that they raised me that way.”

Even as he pulled in millions of dollars, Norris did what few of his fellow sports players would even consider. He got a second job. He worked during the off-season for forty hours a week at Mahoney’s, a local outdoors store in his hometown of Johnson, Tennessee. He didn’t need the money to live but simply enjoyed the work. He also spent part of his off-season traveling through Nicaragua, staying in hostels and hiking in the jungle. At first, this puzzled Norris’s managers, who wondered why the rising star did not follow his teammates’ off-season practices of luxury travel or partying in ritzy South Beach, Florida. The team came to recognize that his way of living kept him focused on what he really cares about: playing baseball.

For Daniel Norris, his life’s dream includes excelling as a baseball pitcher and experiencing the wonders of the outdoors—none of which depends on spending millions of dollars. By holing up in his van, Norris escapes the chasing mentality that leaves many sports stars bankrupt and depressed.

In the summer of 2015, the Blue Jays traded Norris to the Detroit Tigers, and a few weeks later, Norris donned the number 44 jersey in his debut at bat in the major leagues. Approaching the plate in the second inning as a hitter for the first time since high school, he knocked the ball out of the park, becoming the first-ever American League pitcher to hit a home run at Chicago’s Wrigley Field and only the nineteenth pitcher in baseball history to hit a homer in his first at bat.

When you first learned about Daniel Norris, you likely didn’t expect him to be either a multimillionaire or a sports star. You also likely wouldn’t have predicted that Dick Yuengling’s beer empire exceeded a billion dollars in value. Sports stars should drive fancy cars. Businesses should ramp up as quickly as possible. Multimillionaires should live in spacious homes. More marketing dollars should equate with greater sales. People should buy things simply because they have the money to spend. The makeshift solutions to their work and lives might be what we expect from those who have little, but what Dick Yuengling and Daniel Norris have learned and can teach the rest of us is that stretching helps us achieve great results all the time—no matter how little, or even how much, we have.

Making the most of what we have is what many of us might already do when our backs are against the wall, but I want to convince you to choose to stretch in good times just as much as in bad times. My second objective in this book is to teach you how to avoid chasing and to embrace stretching at all times—without living in a van! It’s an approach that goes far beyond getting out of difficult situations—it’s an entirely different way of living and working to achieve success and fulfillment.

AVOIDING COMPLACENCY

When we’re already successful and satisfied, our natural instinct is to stay the course. We follow routines about how to use resources because that’s what has worked in the past. But as we stay the course, the world around us constantly changes: jobs evolve, customers’ tastes advance, competitors grow or shrink, families age, and technology shifts. In these situations, our once valuable and cherished resources quickly decline in value, as an apparently flourishing company based in Sweden called Facit learned. It grew into a large and profitable maker of machines and office furnishings. It had many product offerings, but its executives saw the greatest promise in its calculators.

They turned out to be right.

Facit started dominating the market so much that its top managers brushed off suggestions to pursue other opportunities. Instead, the company focused intently on improving the quality of its calculators and lowering its costs. To accelerate its prospects, the company took on a large amount of debt to expand capacity. The company became so good at manufacturing calculators that it rarely encountered product defects.

Customers were happy. Managers were happy. Employees were happy.

In an eight-year period, the company’s workforce grew by 70 percent, and profits more than doubled. At its peak, Facit employed fourteen thousand people between its twenty factories, which spanned five countries, and its sales offices, which spread across fifteen countries.

Then, almost without notice, a crisis struck. The company’s revenues substantially shrank, its previously stable management team turned over, and its employees were out of work. Even though the quality of its products remained high—some might say the best in its class—no one wanted a Facit calculator. They wanted other companies’ calculators instead.

In a matter of years, Facit went from a stellar standout to near bankruptcy, forcing its managers to quickly sell off its remaining assets to a competitor.

It turns out that while Facit continued to make a darn good calculator, it made mechanical calculators. In the 1960s, times were good for mechanical-calculator producers such as Facit. The great accomplishments of the company convinced its managers they were on the right track and knew what they were doing. But in the 1970s, Japanese companies started mass-producing electronic calculators. Top managers at Facit shut down efforts to start manufacturing their own electronic calculators, writing off the technology as a distraction to its core mechanical-calculator business. Yet no matter how good Facit’s mechanical calculators were, they couldn’t match the features of an electronic one.

Success blinds us and reinforces what made us successful in the first place. We stick to what we know and do well, echoing the cliché, “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” Indeed, a host of research in economics and psychology regularly shows that people naturally prefer the status quo. Maintaining the current state of affairs—coasting through a job, putting a team on autopilot, or exploiting a successful market—can work in the short term. And when it works remarkably well, like it did for Facit, it becomes even harder to give up.

The problem, as Facit unfortunately learned, is that the world around us always moves even when we stand still in complacency. Our once valuable resources—an in-demand skill, a high-performing team, a unique product, and the best mechanical calculator—can quickly become worthless.

Doing nothing while the world around us changes makes us an inevitable victim to outside forces. This takes me to the third goal of the book. As uncertainty about our businesses, job, lives, and the world increases, the case for stretching becomes only stronger. I’ll show you how stretching equips us with the abilities to adapt and change when facing a less predictable set of circumstances.

THE PATH TO STRETCHING

When following the pursuits we care about, we rarely have everything we think we need. Whether leading or working in organizations, nurturing families or serving communities, people from all walks of life can become successful and satisfied by embracing stretching and the possibilities it unlocks. Let me tell you how we’ll get there.

In the first section of the book, I’ll focus on shifting our mind-set from chasing to stretching. We’ll need to break free from the typical attitudes and beliefs about resources before moving on to a better way. I will introduce you to people from all walks of life who came to stretching—from those who grew up with very little to those who had too much. We’ll learn from their remarkable accomplishments as much as from their everyday activities to find common patterns in how to stretch. I will review the scientific evidence about how chasers get into a costly game of constantly seeking out more, which, over time, diminishes their ability to be resourceful, realize their life’s goals, and find fulfillment. By shifting to a stretching mind-set, we can better appreciate what we have—recognizing its inherent value and making it even more valuable.

The middle section of the book will introduce a skill set that activates the stretching potential we all have but may not fully recognize or feel permission to use. We’ll see the value stretchers have in knowing less than others and learn why it’s sometimes smart to build teams by asking those who know the least to do the most. Next, we’ll uncover when planning makes it hard to achieve our goals and how stretchers instead spontaneously act without a script. I’ll also explain how to grow talent with seemingly so little by asking people to rise to high expectations. The last part of the section will examine how stretchers routinely combine things that don’t appear to gel—mixing competition and friendship, work and home priorities, and economic development and environmental responsibility.

Like any approach based on science, stretching has important limitations. For this reason, in the final section of the book, we’ll consider the downsides of overstretching—times when we’re too cheap, unfocused, quick to act, cursed by high expectations, and responsible for bad combinations of resources. I will conclude the book with some simple but powerful exercises to strengthen a stretch.

The benefits that come from giving up the chase and learning to stretch are well within reach. You’ve likely already acted resourcefully in some aspects of your life. Have you ever opened a package with your keys instead of a pair of scissors? Have you ever worked beyond your formal responsibilities to make a bigger impact? Have you ever completed a project that no one else thought was possible with what you had? These, and countless other things you may have done, are examples of acting resourcefully.

I want to increase the frequency and potency of these experiences and show you that stretching is a work style and lifestyle you choose to accomplish goals, pursue opportunities, and live better by using and growing what’s right in front of you.





TWO

THE GRASS IS ALWAYS GREENER

THE CAUSES AND CONSEQUENCES OF A CHASING MIND-SET

Tucked away in Silicon Valley lies Woodside, California, a charming and posh town of five thousand or so residents ribboned with horse trails and redwood trees. Local stores dot a tiny business district, and the pastoral setting is worlds away from the nearby commercial mega-complexes that house some of the country’s largest—and most successful—technology companies. The likes of Steve Jobs, Larry Ellison, and Neil Young have called this exclusive community home. Its spacious mansions sit on top of lushly landscaped lots complete with sparkling swimming pools—the kinds of estates that fill the pages of Architectural Digest. A median household income nearing $200,000 makes it one of country’s most prosperous areas, but the opulence of the neighborhood masks a great irony.

It’s a rich place that is poor in a critical natural resource—water. California’s worst drought of the modern era has done little to convince some residents to change their behaviors, with thousands of gallons of precious water devoted to keeping up the lawns of these estate houses at a time of great scarcity. Three hundred of the community’s tony homes use more than seventy-five thousand gallons of water a month. In nearby but far less affluent East Palo Alto, homes average about fifteen hundred gallons a month. Some Woodside families have largely ignored the water crisis, but others have adapted in resourceful ways, from funneling wastewater from washing machines to their backyards to hiring workers to spray paint their grass green.

This is not the first time some moneyed Californians have ignored a water crisis. The state’s last major drought, which peaked in 1990, saw the billionaire Harold Simmons—who gained notoriety for bankrolling the swift-boat advertisements that sank John Kerry’s 2004 presidential hopes—publicly wrestle with his municipality over water usage. The business tycoon paid $25,000 in fines to consume nearly 10 million gallons of water a year on the estate he rarely visited. The astounding usage could have supplied an average family of four with water for almost three decades. After the municipal water district restricted his supply, he hired tanker trucks to import water to keep the sprinklers running.

California may be the epicenter of the current water crisis, but in communities across the country, homeowners regularly go to great lengths to keep their grass green. Why?

Researchers at Vanderbilt University interviewed a demographically representative group of residents of the greater Nashville, Tennessee, area about their lawn-care practices. It turns out that a desire to keep up with the neighbors motivated homeowners to direct so many resources to get greener grass, a finding that held up after accounting for age, education, and property values. Homes represent the ultimate marker of success, and are high-profile places to show off that success—the richness of the lawn reflects the wealth of the people who live inside.

The ways people maintain their lawns tells us a lot about ourselves and the choices we make. When chasing, it’s easy to get caught up in pursuing things because others have or want them. As resources get scarcer, chasing becomes more difficult, expensive, stressful, and even impractical. Eventually, the well runs dry (in this case, it literally did), and the constant stream of resources ends.

In this chapter, we’ll examine the psychological foundations of chasing, which is not just found in the pursuit of green grass but in many domains that shape our well-being and prospects for success. We’ll start with the social comparisons that drive us constantly to want what others have and underappreciate the value of what’s already around. Afterward, we’ll look at a psychology phenomenon called functional fixedness that prevents us from viewing resources as capable of more. The consequence of this is we look to acquire as many resources as possible to meet challenges or realize opportunities, which is a distraction from getting things done. We’ll then turn to understanding our tendency to accumulate resources mindlessly and conclude by examining how having too many resources can lead us to squander them. Understanding how chasing unravels our functioning and fulfillment is a first step to embracing stretching.

IT’S ALL RELATIVE

Every four years, the world’s greatest athletes gather in a new city to compete in the Summer Olympics. When the Daily Mail newspaper photographed Olympic medalists during the 2012 summer games in London, its staff observed a surprising pattern among some of the winners. American swimmers Nathan Adrian, Michael Phelps, Cullen Jones, and Ryan Lochte somberly wore their medals on the podium for the 4x100 freestyle relay. Colombian cyclist Rigoberto Urán Urán looked disappointed. American gymnast McKayla Maroney’s face twisted up as if she were unimpressed by her medal. Spain’s triathlete Javier Gómez looked incredibly sad, and China’s top badminton star, Wang Yihan, struggled to hold back tears of sadness when receiving her medal.

What did these champions have in common, besides their dour expressions?

They’d won silver medals.

This observation is no surprise to Northwestern University researcher Victoria Medvec and her colleagues, who studied videotape from NBC television footage of the 1992 Summer Olympics in Barcelona, Spain. They captured the reactions of athletes upon finishing their competition as well as during their award ceremonies. Afterward, the research team asked twenty university students without knowledge of what happened during the games to view the tapes and rate each Olympian using a ten-point scale, anchored from agony to ecstasy, for the type of emotions they expressed at the end of their competition and, if relevant, on the awards podium.

It turns out that bronze medalists had a much higher tendency to be close to ecstasy compared to silver medalists, even though the bronze medalists did objectively worse in the competition. To explain these results, the researchers acquired additional NBC footage of interviews with the medalists immediately after their events. They then had ten different university students assess the extent to which the athletes expressed thoughts and sentiments more closely resembling “at least I” or “I almost.” The “at least I” statements represented a focus on what the athletes had accomplished, whereas the “I almost” statements emphasized what they had failed to accomplish. The students also assessed the extent to which the athletes explicitly made comparisons to those competitors who finished worse, comparisons to those who finished better, or no comparisons to other athletes.

Silver medalists focused more on what they had failed to accomplish (win gold) compared to bronze medalists. They also made more envious comparisons to the gold medalists who finished ahead, wallowing in their relative inadequacy. In contrast, the bronze medalists who finished behind the silver winners focused on what they did accomplish (winning a medal).

The roots of the pursuit of green grass and the surprising sorrows of the 2012 London silver medalists trace back to the work of one of the world’s most prominent psychologists, Leon Festinger. In 1954, Festinger proposed that all people have a basic tendency to want to know where they stand. He argued that it is hard for us to evaluate ourselves in isolation. Instead, we must look to others to get a better sense of ourselves across areas of our lives we care about, such as wealth, intelligence, and status. Visible markers of our standing include things we can readily measure—the price of a car, the square footage of an office, the size of a budget, the greenness of a lawn, or even the color of an Olympic medal. A 150-square-foot office is big if most offices are 120 square feet but minuscule if most are 180 square feet. The more measurable the resource, the easier it becomes to compare to others. This idea of measuring up is something called upward social comparisons.

Although sometimes looking up to those of greater accomplishment motivates us, upward social comparisons are dangerous when they focus on the allotment of others’ resources, emphasizing what others have and leaving us feeling less than adequate. We might be very satisfied with our group’s budget until we learn about another group’s larger one. Our 6 percent raise generates delight until we find out that a colleague received 8 percent. By always comparing to others who have more, social comparisons make us less likely to appreciate and recognize the many things we can accomplish by being resourceful.*

The allure of upward social comparisons is that they help answer basic questions about how we are doing. For this reason, they become hard to live without and difficult to avoid. Yet they tie our sense of self to the fortunes of those around us. These comparisons also lead us to overlook asking ourselves: What can we be doing to live constructive and happier lives with what we do have?

Consider the entrepreneur Gary Kremen, founder of Match.com, who gloomily referred to his own situation in Silicon Valley: “You’re nobody here at $10 million.” When making upward social comparisons about resources, even people like Gary Kremen inevitably become disappointed with what they have. Psychologists use
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