
AHA #9:
LISTEN TO THE 
UNCONVENTIONAL
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THE AYMARA, AN INDIGENOUS PEOPLE IN SOUTH 
AMERICA, HAVE A UNIQUE WAY OF THINKING ABOUT 
THE FUTURE. 
Unlike every other culture, the Aymara refer and gesture to 
the future as being behind them. To our way of thinking, 
this is curious behavior. The Aymara’s thinking, however, 
has an element of logic to it. From their perspective, what 
they can “see” is the past. Therefore, because they can see 
the past, it is ahead of them. What they can’t see is the 
future; therefore, it is behind them.

There is no right or wrong way to think about—or ges-
ture to—the future, but the anecdote serves as a reminder 
that if you are willing to listen to unconventional people, 
you might come to new and unconventional insights.

One trick for listening to unconventional ideas is this: 
Pay more attention to people who mispronounce indus-
try jargon. Why? Because it is a sign that they have done 
enough reading or homework to be familiar with the term, 
but it also strongly suggests that they have not yet been 
“corrupted” by insiders who embrace “long-held” assump-
tions about the industry. In short, mispronunciations 
offer the possibility that these individuals don’t hold any 
preconceived biases or notions about “how things are or 
should be.”
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AWARENESS
HEARING IS BELIEVING 

Society has an implicit bias when it comes to thinking 
about the future. It favors sight over other senses. This bias 
is so strong that forward-looking individuals are hailed 
as visionaries and seers. But if you want to be hip to the 
future, strive to become a “listenary.”
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HUMILITY
DROP THE CURTAIN

Nobody ever says they are “in the process of being wrong.” 
Instead, people say things such as “I was wrong”—with 
the emphasis on was. Or “mistakes were made” with an 
emphasis on were. 

Becoming a listenary is not so much about “pulling 
back the curtain” on your biases and assumptions as it is 
about dropping it.

Until 1954, few women or minorities were members of 
professional orchestras across the United States. That year, 
one significant institutional change was made in how con-
ductors hired professional musicians: A curtain was placed 
between the conductor and the auditioner. Unsurprisingly, 
after “blind auditions” became the norm, women and 
minorities were hired in larger numbers because conduc-
tors were forced to stop “listening with their eyes” and 
instead had to truly listen. When they did, they discovered 
that women and minorities were equally as accomplished 
as their white male counterparts.

One significant implication of this insight is it is proba-
bly time to revamp your interview and hiring processes. If 
you think the old “face-to-face” interview is the best way to 
make a final hiring decision, it’s time to wake up, because the 
interviewer (no matter how smart, accomplished, or expe-
rienced) is the person least likely to know their own biases.
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ACTION
HOLD AN 

“UNCONFERENCE“

Invite your employees to speak on any topic for five min-
utes. Trust that they will have some interesting things to 
say. Listen carefully for ideas, suggestions, and products 
that you or others consider unusual, unconventional, or 
unorthodox. 
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INSIDER OUTSIDER

6
9
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UN USUAL TIP 9
LEAD LIKE YOU’RE 
RIGHT, BUT LISTEN 

LIKE YOU’RE WRONG

General George Patton once said to his subordinates: “If 
everyone is thinking alike, then someone isn’t thinking.” 
In essence, he was creating a culture of candor—a culture 
where he not only expected, but demanded people to chal-
lenge things. Wise leaders replace “my way or the highway” 
commands with demands to know how—or why—they 
might be wrong. 



There is no inevitability 

as long as there is a 

willingness to contemplate 

what is happening.

–Marshall McLuhan

“
”



AHA #10:
THINK THE 
UN THINKABLE
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AS A LEADER, YOUR TOP  
PRIORITY IS TO THINK. 
First, think for yourself. This sounds obvious and maybe 
even easy to do, but know this: A person’s first thought 
is rarely their own. More often than not, it belongs to a 
parent, a teacher, a coach, a professor, an old boss, or is 
something they have recently read in the newspaper or 
have seen on TV. 

Next, think about the future for one simple reason—you 
are going to spend the rest of your life in the future. 
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AWARENESS
YOU HAVE A LOT 
TO THINK ABOUT
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HUMILITY
ALWAYS THINK TWICE 

Why? The answer is staring you in the face. Study the words 
“think twice” hard. Do you see anything else embedded in 
the phrase? You should.
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YOU ARE ON THIN ICE!

No matter how successful your business, no matter how 
unassailable your business model, no matter how ingrained 
your customers’ preferences and behaviors may appear, and 
no matter how nonexistent competitors may seem, every 
business is on thin ice. So think . . . and then think twice.

Remember phase changes: At a certain temperature, ice 
melts into water.

It is also worth remembering that so-called once-in-a-
hundred-years events don’t just “happen” every hundred 
years—they happen frequently. This is because there is 
no shortage of such events and they come in a variety of 
different flavors—pandemics, tsunamis, hurricanes, earth-
quakes, wildfires, terrorist attacks, political revolutions, 
wars, and even “unknown unknowns.” So beware!
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ACTION
HAVE A CLOSED-

DOOR POLICY

In today’s business environment, it is a cliché for leaders to 
say they have an “open-door policy.” There are real benefits 
to having an open-door policy, but leaders must also have 
a closed-door policy. Here’s my advice:

Once a day (I’d suggest at 4:45 p.m.), close your door 
and think for fifteen minutes about how technology is 
advancing and how it might be leveraged to make incre-
mental improvements to your business today.

Once a week, close your door and think for an hour about 
how societal, political, cultural, economic, demographic, or 
technological trends could alter the world of tomorrow. 

Once a year, lock your office door and leave for a “think 
week”—ideally to a remote location with ample exposure 
to Mother Nature—and ruminate about the “day after 
tomorrow.” And remember, in today’s exponential world, 
the “day after tomorrow” will be the sum of every step of 
change that came before it! 

Also, think long and hard about this chart:
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UN USUAL TIP 10 
THINK ABOUT THE 
UNTHINKABLE

Every business leader should regularly conduct a “premor-
tem” on his or her business. A premortem is the opposite of 
a postmortem. The purpose of the exercise is to engage in 
a candid conversation about the real threats to your busi-
ness and business model. Instead of studying a business 
that went bankrupt for “lessons learned,” turn the table on 
your business by asking your employees to imagine your 
company is out of business in five years. Then ask them: 
What didn’t we see coming?

This will allow you to tap into the wisdom of your team 
to better explore the real threats to your business or your 
industry from a wider perspective. Counterintuitively, 
the conversation will also likely change to how a “disrup-
tion” and/or a changing world could be turned into new 
opportunities.

As has been said before, “The passport to a better life is 
to think about your death occasionally.” That’s good advice 
for both your personal life and the life of your business. 



THE FINAL AHA:
BELIEVE THE 
UNBELIEVABLE
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I LOVE THIS PASSAGE FROM ALICE IN WONDERLAND. 
IT IS A WONDERFUL WAY TO CONCLUDE THIS BOOK.



Alice laughed. 
"One can’t believe impossible things."
"I daresay you haven’t had much 
practice," said the Queen. "When I 
was your age, I always did it for 
half-an-hour a day. Why sometimes 
I’ve believed as many 
as six impossible things 
before breakfast."
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Five hundred years ago, the earth was considered the cen-
ter of the universe.

Two hundred and fifty years ago, it was widely believed 
that people could not govern themselves.

One hundred and twenty years ago, human flight was 
believed impossible by a preponderance of experts.

Fifty years ago, the notion that most people could carry 
an affordable supercomputer in their pocket was ludicrous.

Twenty years ago, the thought that the video game 
industry would be bigger than all of Hollywood was 
laughable.

Ten years ago, the idea that Google and Facebook 
would be responsible for 80 percent of all digital advertis-
ing would have been unimaginable.

Five years ago, the concept of businesses raising $50 
billion in digital cryptocurrencies was unthinkable.

A year ago, a global contagion seemed implausible.
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What will the world of tomorrow bring? Fusion power? 
Affordable quantum computers? Space travel? Two-
hundred-story skyscrapers? People living to 150? Flying 
cars? 3D-printed human organs? Another pandemic?

Nobody knows for sure, but I do know that you must 
keep an open mind to the impossible!

Here’s why: The sky isn’t the limit.
Imagine folding a piece of paper in half over and over 

again. Yes, it would get smaller, but it would also get taller. 
How tall would the folded paper be by the fiftieth fold?

Here is the math:
10th fold: 4 inches
20th fold: the 25th floor of a skyscraper
30th fold: 62 miles, or about the height of a satellite
40th fold: the distance to the moon
50th fold: 62 million miles—or almost to the sun!
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Some trends are going to double fifty times, which means 
that not even the sky will be the limit in the future.

Here then is my final AHA:
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AWARENESS
TODAY IS THE SLOWEST 

RATE OF CHANGE 
SOCIETY WILL EVER 

EXPERIENCE AGAIN . . .
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HUMILITY
THE BEST TIME TO 
START PREPARING 

FOR THE FUTURE WAS 
YESTERDAY . . .
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ACTION
THE NEXT BEST 
TIME IS TODAY!
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FINAL UN USUAL TIP
THE FUTURE IS THE 

ONE THING THAT 
EVERYONE CAN CHANGE



The reasonable man 
adapts himself. The 

unreasonable one persists 
in trying to adapt the world 

to himself. Therefore all 
progress depends on the 

unreasonable man.

–George Bernard Shaw

“

”





APPENDIX
JOB DESCRIPTION 

OF THE FUTURE  
(HIRE THE UNORTHODOX)

Hire unreasonable people who:

Explore the unknown
Search for the unusual

Bend unbreakable rules
Expect the unexpected

Entertain unconventional ideas
Listen to unorthodox thinkers 

Are comfortable being uncomfortable
Learn, unlearn, and relearn

Play it unsafe 
Question the unquestionable
Think the unthinkable, and

Believe the unbelievable.
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Where do you find such people?

William Gibson said it well: 

The future is 

here. It is just 

not evenly  

distributed. 
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fringe.

The future
Can often
Be found 
On the
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