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Praise

“In a time of anxiety and uncertainty, Build for Tomorrow gives you the tools and confidence to be more resilient. It will change the way you think so you can overcome any obstacle and reach your full potential.” 

Jim Kwik, New York Times bestselling author of Limitless

“Jason has access to the smartest minds in the business. In this book he extracts their best wisdom so you can act on it now – whether that’s quitting your job, leaping ahead, or saying, ‘screw it’ and starting something yourself.” 

Gary Vaynerchuk, CEO of VaynerMedia, New York Times bestselling author of Crushing It!

“The most important thing we do is build the future, but that can be scary. This book shares how to attack the future, without fear and with optimism and hope.” 

Marc Andreessen, cofounder of Netscape and Andreessen Horowitz

“I wish I’d had this book years ago! Jason’s advice is honest and real and can help you invent your own future with confidence.” 

Kandi Burruss, Grammy Award–winning artist, TV personality, and entrepreneur
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Introduction

We are in a time of great change. Warp-­speed innovations are changing how we work, shop, and socialize; millions of people are rethinking their careers; businesses are scrambling to meet consumers’ new expectations; cultural shifts have given us new words, new relationships, and a new awareness; and of course, we will long be grappling with the results of a global pandemic. But while these are big things, they’re felt in small and personal ways. We are asking ourselves heavy questions about what we desire, and where we find opportunity, and what we’re willing to sacrifice. All of us have and will experience change that has absolutely nothing to do with the rest of the world—­changes to our friendships, families, homes. Your life, exactly as you know it now, will not exist in a few years. It’s a guarantee.

So, what can you do about it? Through my role as editor in chief of Entrepreneur magazine, I speak to founders, innovators, and businesspeople of all stripes, from mom-­and-­pop store owners to the heads of multinational corporations, as well as the people in the weeds who make the smartest companies smarter. They’re people you’ve never heard of, and some of the most famous names in the world. But they all have one thing in common—­they are good at change. And no matter their size or scale or income level, they all seem to have gone through the same four distinct phases as they experience and value change. These phases also line up with what we all have gone through together over the past few years as our collective world shifted.

The first is the most familiar . . .

Panic!

Absolute, total panic. Our lives became unfamiliar. Our futures became unknowable. Planning felt impossible. And then, phase two . . .

Adaptation

The dust began to clear. We saw what was now possible, and what was not. We began to work with what we had. And then, phase three . . .

New Normal

We got comfortable again, like settling into a pair of new shoes. We established new rules, though we still longed for the old ones. And then, finally, although it may have been slow, we began to reach . . .

Wouldn’t Go Back

When I say “wouldn’t go back,” I do not mean to discount the loss and suffering that so many people experience—­either during Covid, or as a result of any other change. When industries shift and factories close, suffering results. When personal relationships fall apart, or lives or are lost, the emptiness and loneliness can feel inescapable. This is real.

But still, I am here to tell you this: Something recently forced these people to make a change—­and although it was painful and disorienting at first, it ultimately pushed them to rethink their lives and businesses in a positive way. A landscape painter named Meg O’Hara articulated that shift nicely. She told me about how she once made a living doing commissioned paintings for ski resorts—­but when travel shut down in the early days of the pandemic, her business evaporated. She was in her twenties and had just built this career; now she imagined it being over. “I stepped back and let myself freak out for twenty-­four or forty-­eight hours, drank a little wine, and then said, OK, some of the greatest ideas are going to come out of this time,” she told me. “If there was ever going to be an opportunity for me to pivot in an interesting direction, maybe it’s now.” She started marketing her work to individual skiers, worked hard to build relationships with them, and as a result doubled her revenue, was able to hire her first employee, and won a local “30 Under 30” award. “My business has fundamentally changed. I don’t think I can go back,” O’Hara said. I hear people tell similar stories about more personal changes as well—­the woman whose agonizing divorce pushed her to rebuild her social life and create a thriving consulting business; the overworked executive who stepped down from a job that he now admits he wasn’t the right fit for, and now has more time for the things he really enjoys; and the couple who agonized over whether to move their family from Florida to Colorado, changed their minds multiple times, and finally did it—­and are grateful they did. All these people rethought their habits and relationships and what was most important to them. They came away transformed for the better—­and even if they could, they wouldn’t go back to a time before they had this new change.

That’s what I mean by Wouldn’t Go Back. It’s the most important of the four phases. It’s the entire point of the four phases! Some of us are already there; some are not. Even when we get there, a new change may set us back to Panic, and we start all over again. But our goal, collectively, should be to continually move toward Wouldn’t Go Back—­because that’s when we can start recognizing and collaborating on the opportunities of tomorrow, and stop wasting our energy trying to re-­create the past. It is the reason I’m writing this book: I want to help you reach Wouldn’t Go Back. It begins by recognizing that our actions today are building for tomorrow.

This is a book for absolutely anyone facing down an uncertain future, as well as a practical guide for every entrepreneur and aspiring entrepreneur who hopes to help shape the world. As we reach a critical crossroads in history, we must accept that the future is not optional. We can’t opt out of it. In business, culture, and politics, incumbents will fall and new challengers will rise up. The results will be unpredictable, but as individuals, we cannot slow or stop it. We can, however, participate in it and benefit from it.

I understand this isn’t easy. When I started at Entrepreneur magazine in 2015, I wasn’t comfortable with change. I had taken risks during my career, but they were always in a safe, narrow space. I had an unchanging vision of my purpose, my abilities, and my direction. Then I started talking to professional innovators, and I discovered an entirely new way of thinking. Entrepreneurs are adaptable in a way I didn’t think possible; they seemed to have an intuitive understanding of what is important and worth protecting, and what could be discarded into the ocean like a rocket ship’s booster. I’d never considered myself an entrepreneur before, but after a few years of these conversations, I started applying the word to myself. I also started to define entrepreneur differently. It wasn’t a particular job or income level. The definition was simple: An entrepreneur is someone who makes things happen for themselves.

I don’t care what kind of career you have. I don’t care if you work for someone else, or for yourself, or for nobody. If you make things happen for yourself, or if you aspire to do so, then I am talking to you right now. This thinking applies to you. Because even as we all build something for ourselves, we must remember that we’re building on shifting ground. Our foundation will be rocked. We cannot anticipate tomorrow’s needs, but we can anticipate that tomorrow will have needs, and they will be different from today’s. We must start to see instability as a form of opportunity.

In the spring of 2020, during the early days of the Covid pandemic, I witnessed just how powerful this mode of thinking could be. Even as the world seemed to crumble, entrepreneurs began telling me about how they were making valuable changes to their businesses and lives. They were quickly running out of cash, and things they’d spent years building were coming crashing down, but they were on their toes—­the woman who turned her spa into a cannabis dispensary called Hempress Farms, or the brand Goldens’ Cast Iron, which started manufacturing home gym equipment alongside its existing line of grills and fire pits. In short, they were doing anything and everything to identify and solve new problems. I watched this and I wondered: How will their story end?

Back then, of course, there was no way to know what would happen to them. Were they correct or foolish? Was it worth being nimble, or should they have just given up and counted their losses? Only time would tell—­which got me wondering about the past. Things like this had happened before, so what were the results?

I actually spend a lot of time with this question in my work researching and hosting the podcast Build for Tomorrow. The show explores how moments of great change happened throughout history, and how they shape our lives today. I’m continually looking for (and expanding upon in this book) the common threads between the past and the present—­to see how a complete cycle of history played out before our time, and then use it to better understand the challenges and opportunities of today. That’s why, in the early days of the pandemic in 2020, as I struggled to understand how some saw so much potential in the middle of a pandemic, I called up a medieval historian to ask if anything good came out of the absolute worst version of a pandemic that I could think of—­and that, of course, was the bubonic plague of the 1300s. I knew it killed a lot of people. But I didn’t know what came next.

Did anything good really come from the bubonic plague?

The answer to that question helped me fully appreciate the moment that we’re in right now. Because the lesson of that time, just like the lesson of today, is this: The moments of greatest change can also be the moments of greatest opportunity.

Our moment is now—­if only we’re willing to seize it.

The Good That Comes from Bad

You may remember the first part of this from grade school history class. Medieval Europe was an agricultural society with strict layers of hierarchy. Among the tiers: The lords owned the land, and the serfs were their slaves.

Then the year 1348 arrived, and the bubonic plague broke out in Europe. At first, that plague may not have seemed unusual. Cyclical diseases were more common back then. The rich were often able to leave for the countryside, waiting out the disease while the poor suffered and died. But the bubonic plague turned out differently. It killed upwards of 60% of Europe. Rich, poor, lords, serfs—­nobody was spared.

After the worst of it, the lords of course wanted to get their businesses back up and running. They went to their serfs and said: Get back to work! But something was different. Many serfs had died, and there were no longer enough of them for all the lords. This meant the lords had to compete to hire the best labor. “These people who had been serfs, who had been basically slaves, suddenly find their labor in demand—­and they can ask for actual compensation for it,” said Andrew Rabin, a medieval scholar and professor of English at the University of Louisville, when I asked him whether anything good came from this plague. “Because you know, the lord of the manor next door is trying to get the serfs to his manor, and is offering incentives to do so.”

This, Professor Rabin told me, was the very beginning of the employment contract as we know it: It codified the concept that labor has a value, and the people who provide that labor should be compensated for it. Some slaves returned to the land, but others said, screw it—­I work for nobody. Then they moved to the city and started selling cloth and textiles, or transporting food and wine, or trading spices or cookware, or opening banks. They formed the first true merchant class. All this was the good that came out of the bubonic plague. It is, functionally speaking, the reason that I am writing this book (I got paid!) and that you are reading this book (to help you get paid more!). We have the bubonic plague to thank for this.

Of course, 60% of Europe died for us to achieve that. It was an unthinkable loss. And what followed was not an easy or peaceful transition. Still, would we want to go back to a time before the bubonic plague? Before the modern economy as we know it? This is an epic Wouldn’t Go Back moment.

What causes massive shifts like this? Why is crisis such a creator of opportunity? Brian Berkey, an assistant professor in the legal studies and business ethics department at the Wharton School at the University of Pennsylvania, offers a simple but profound explanation: “A crisis like this can shift the window on the options that we are willing to collectively take seriously.”

In other words, a crisis does not create new options. New opportunities are not beamed down from Mars; they don’t come from nowhere. Instead, like remote work, they were always available—­always waiting for us, always possible, but we just didn’t take them seriously before. This is the downside of stability: We get comfortable with one way of doing things, and we are therefore not incentivized to find other ways to do these same things—­even though those other ways might be better, smarter, more humane, more efficient, and more profitable. Moments of change, hard as they may be, are the things that force us onto higher ground.

Here’s a small example. Leigh Ann Cannady founded the Forsyth Academy of Performing Arts in Georgia, where she and her team teach theater to kids. Their class sizes have always been large, because Cannady believed that was better for students and also made more economic sense for her school. But in order to make things safer during the pandemic, she shrank the class sizes—­assuming it would be a temporary change made under duress. Instead, she was shocked by the result: People preferred smaller classes! Teachers were less stressed and students got more individualized attention. Her school even made the same exact amount of money as with larger classes, because smaller classes are easier to fill up, which means she didn’t need to spend as much on marketing.

“We never would have guessed that Covid would bring something so great for our business,” she says. Now she’s at Wouldn’t Go Back. This change, once forced upon her, is now something she’s carrying into the future.

But of course, we cannot rely on moments of crisis to push us forward. That’s a crazy way to live. (Just look at government: There’s rarely a will to act until something is broken, which is why things are always breaking.) Instead, crisis should teach us to become more proactive. Once we discover that forced change can produce good things, we should want to replicate that on our own terms. We should, in theory, feel freer to make change at any time! But . . . we don’t. After a moment of instability, we settle into new routines and new comforts. A breakup leads to a new relationship. Getting fired leads to getting hired. We discover a new opportunity, and then cling to it just as hard as we clung to the previous one, and we often don’t adapt or adjust or revise along the way. We forget the lesson we learned about change—­which all but ensures we’ll have to learn it again.

As a parent, I often marvel at how this plays out in the smallest, most ridiculous, most fundamental ways. For example, there was my son’s reaction to new shoes. Up until the age of five, he’d have a total meltdown whenever we’d buy him new shoes. He kept saying he preferred his old shoes. My wife and I would have to spend days and sometimes weeks cajoling him into his new shoes—­and then, of course, he’d come to like the new shoes and we’d be able to throw the old shoes out. Then the cycle would repeat itself in a few months, when he would outgrow the new shoes (or they would fall apart or become too smelly). Because by then, of course, the new shoes had become the old shoes. “You used to hate the shoes you now love,” I’d always tell him. “That means you’ll love these shoes you now hate.”

It never worked. Logic is no force against emotion.

So how do we break this cycle for ourselves? Tactics and strategies can help, sure, but it really must begin with the belief that nothing can—­or should—­be permanent.

Adam Singolda’s story captures this well. He’s the founder and CEO of Taboola, a company whose name you may not know, but whose products you are familiar with. At the bottom of many news websites, you’ll find links to articles with pointed headlines that you cannot ignore like, “15 Foods You Should Never Eat After Age 30,” which might leave you to wonder, Am I eating those foods?! This is an advertisement that Taboola calls “content discovery.” When you click, you’re taken to another site to read the story. Taboola is the largest such company that facilitates these kinds of ads, and it drives more than $1 billion in revenue each year. But back in 2019, Singolda came close to radically growing his company even more—­and then it all fell apart.

In 2019, Singolda helped engineer a merger between Taboola and its biggest competitor, Outbrain. I spoke with Singolda after the announcement, and he was giddy and full of energy. We talked about his large-­scale plans, and how he’d navigated the deal and secured the CEO role for himself. He detailed how he’d flown to Israel, where Outbrain has a global office (and where Singolda grew up), and how he addressed the team there while wearing a Voltron shirt. Any child of the eighties would appreciate the symbolism: In Voltron, multiple robots form together into an evil-­fighting super-­robot, just as these two companies were now joining forces. “I couldn’t believe that moment,” Singolda said. “It was surreal.”

Less than a year later, the merger was called off—­destroyed by a bunch of complex financial reasons. I caught up with Singolda afterward and asked how he felt. He’d been preparing to lead this much larger company, and I wondered if his original role as Taboola’s leader now felt unsatisfying.

But he surprised me with his answer. Yes, sure, it was hard to lose the merger, he said. A lot of thought and energy went into calling it off. But he put the experience into context. “You have to really believe in your journey,” he said, “and you have to really work hard for your luck.” He told me about his management team, which has been with him for almost ten years. Together, they’ve gone through many ups and downs: There were the times nobody wanted to invest in Taboola, and when sales cycles slowed, and the two or three times they nearly shut the company down. “I’ve seen bad stuff,” Singolda said. “If you’re doing things for the journey, and you have people around you that make you feel invincible, then any loss is just a moment in time. It doesn’t define you.”

He said he thought about Netflix’s early days, when it tried to sell itself to Blockbuster for $50 million. Blockbuster turned the deal down. “I can only imagine [Netflix co–­chief executive] Reed Hastings calling his wife and telling her, like, ‘I failed. I pitched Netflix for $50 million and it didn’t work.’ ” Had Hastings seen that moment as the end of his journey, it would have indeed been a failure. But now we know more of the story: Netflix is a public company worth more than $200 billion. The Blockbuster deal was just a blip along the way.

Singolda has a lot more story to write, too, and it’s why he’s able to shake off unexpected changes. He’s thinking long-­term—­and in 2021, a few months after we spoke, he took the company public.

This is the holistic perspective we need if we want to adapt to change. We must accept that even gigantic, life-­changing shifts are just a part of our journey, and perhaps even an advantageous part. Singolda, like most people, was not born with this instinct. He honed it through a dozen-­plus years of running Taboola, and repeatedly surviving disaster. We all must go through our own version of that process—­first of understanding why we react to change the way that we do, and then laying out a plan to feel more resilient, acting more adaptable, and finally seizing the massive opportunities ahead.

That’s what we’re going to do in this book.

Four Phases to Change

The book is organized around the four phases of change that I gleaned from interviewing successful entrepreneurs, and that it seems we are collectively experiencing while grappling with tectonic shifts in work, culture, and life. Each section contains lessons from history and lessons from today’s great changemakers. Additionally, there are plenty of actionable steps you can take to become more resilient, and ultimately more successful. The four sections are:

Part 1: Panic

This is where we explore why change is terrifying. We’ll look back at moments in history when everyone opposed the things we love today, as well as today’s fears of things we’ll love tomorrow. Through this, we can learn a lot about how we react to change—­and what instincts we must combat.

Part 2: Adaptation

Change is coming. Sometimes we see it approaching in the distance; sometimes it springs up on us suddenly. What do we do during these times? How do we know when change is worthwhile? In this section, we examine our own relationship with change—­and how to feel more grounded.

Part 3: New Normal

Change has arrived. We now accept that it is unavoidable and inescapable. We may feel like our lives are displaced, but we also must build something new for ourselves. Where do we begin?

Part 4: Wouldn’t Go Back

This is our destination. We’ll explore how to reach that Wouldn’t Go Back moment, by finding something so powerfully new that you’ll be thankful for the process.

We may not be able to predict what’s coming, but there is work we can do now. We can begin to build a trust inside ourselves, to feel confidence that we can make the most of the future. Change will always be part of the bargain. We only do ourselves harm by clinging to the past, and by believing that yesterday contained all the answers. It doesn’t. We must build, and there is only one direction to build in. It is toward tomorrow.
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