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This book is dedicated to all the wonderful action-

oriented people in our lives—those who have inspired 

us through their actions and those whom we know will 

take action as a result of our writing this book.
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FOREWORD
BY JASON ZOOK

This book in two words: the answer.

We live in this weird time when anyone can make anything 
from almost absolutely nothing.

But they have to take action to do it. And many people don’t. 
You bought this book (or are thinking about buying this 
book) because you want to be among those who do.

I never set out to be an “action” person. When I started my 
first business, IWearYourShirt, it was evident, very quickly, 
that I had a ton that I needed to do. The premise of the 
business was to wear a different shirt every day of the year 
and on each day film a YouTube video, host a one-hour live 
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video show, take photos, interact with an audience on Face-
book and Twitter, and, oh, run and grow the actual business. 
Ninety-nine percent of the things that I was going to have 
to do on a daily basis I had never even attempted before. A 
few days before starting that business in December 2008, 
I remember thinking, How in the world will I possibly get all 
these things done? What have I gotten myself into?

Ultimately, I rewired my brain by learning how to take rapid 
action. There was no other option. The best part is that 
it didn’t just help me with that business; it’s now how I 
approach every single thing I do.

When people started to consistently ask me, “How do you 
get all these things done?” I realized that in their frame of 
mind, they didn’t even think it was possible to do so much. 
They didn’t realize their action muscle existed. They didn’t 
realize they could train it. But it can be done. I’m proof.

When I’m told that I’m on a different level of action taking, 
I tell people it’s only because I’ve built that action muscle, 
and anyone can absolutely build that muscle, too. There is 
now literally “the book” on how to do it. It’s in your hands.

The biggest thing I’ve learned about the benefit of taking 
action is that it isn’t just about getting a ton of stuff done. 
The real benefit is opening yourself up to unintended con-
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sequences. It’s about putting the kind of stuff out there 
that other people would think is scary. It means not letting 
things stay in your head anymore.

Since I’ve embraced a bias toward action, so many things 
have fallen into my lap that I couldn’t have possibly dreamed 
of. I made $1,000,000 wearing T-shirts. I made $100,000 sell-
ing my last name. And I made more than $300,000 selling 
my future.

Our society is so obsessed with successful people, but many 
don’t appreciate that success is never overnight; it’s con-
sistent effort and consistent action. You have to put in the 
work to get to that level of success.

And when you make that your lifestyle, when you’ve built 
that muscle, there’s no pressure anymore. There’s no pres-
sure of having to worry so much about this client or this 
gig because things will keep happening. The expression 

“the rich get richer” is true because the people who are out 
there making stuff happen are opening themselves up to 
so many more opportunities.

Everyone wants a silver bullet to make all their problems go 
away. Everyone wants to just read the next article, the next 
listicle, the next blog post, the next thing in their Twitter 
feed, all the “best of” stories of success. And it’s so easy to just 
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say, “OK, I’ll read an article,” but how many of those articles 
have you read at this point? Enough to fill at least a book.

The reason you keep clicking on those articles is because 
you haven’t found the answer yet.

You need this book. You need it for the steps. You need it 
for the framework. These are all in one place. The articles 
are the quick fixes that aren’t actually helping you make 
progress. This book will.

If you don’t read it, you’ll continue to do the same things 
you’ve always done.

If you’re feeling like you want change in your life, in your 
relationships, in your work, or wherever, this book can do 
that for you.

When Steve and Surge reached out to me about this book, 
I was skeptical. I get pitched things all the time.

Then I read the book.

If I were to write a book about taking action, I wouldn’t have 
to. Steve and Surge have already done it.

But I have a big favor to ask of you before you start reading 
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this book. Make sure you commit 100 percent to it. Use the 
book as a starting point, then commit to action.

If you’re even contemplating whether you have a strong 
ability to take action, if you have any questions or doubts 
about your ability to do something, you need this book 
more than you know.

Unless you are extremely self-aware and you know you’re 
absolutely so good at taking action that you couldn’t possibly 
be any better, this book is for you.

If you’re thinking, I’m OK at getting stuff done, or I could be a 
little bit better, or I could be a lot better, or anything other than 
I get things done every single time, then this book couldn’t be 
more perfect to set you up with a repeatable framework 
for not only just getting things done one time but getting 
things done every time.

When you follow the steps in the book, you’re building 
action muscles. And the more you do them, the more they 
will become second nature. This book sets you on that path.

Most people want to be different or do something note-
worthy in life. This book is a great framework to help you 
make that happen.
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You’ll get incredible, practical, and actionable advice. You’ll 
get the science. You’ll get the stories.

And when you finish, you’ll have the steps, you’ll have 
the plan, you’ll have the manifesto, and you’ll have the 
permission. 

So go make it happen for you. Anything is possible. The rest 
of your life starts right now.
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INTRODUCTION
“The way to get started is to quit 

talking and begin doing.”
WALT DISNEY

After graduating from college and getting his first job, Mike 
was excited to take on the corporate world. He tackled every 
project, never said, “No,” and always overdelivered. He was 
consistently pursuing new opportunities to learn, grow, and 
better himself. As a result, the promotions came fast. As the 
years went by, the projects and responsibilities got larger 
and larger and life got increasingly more complicated. After 
a while, though, Mike found himself feeling complacent 
and—for the first time in his life—less motivated to take 
action on his ideas.
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He fell into a rut of excuses such as “I’ll do it tomorrow,” 
“This is good enough,” “I don’t have time,” or the most nox-
ious, “I’m doing fine, so why do more?” It wasn’t long before 
Mike’s career started slipping and his waistband started 
expanding. These weren’t drastic changes—and they cer-
tainly didn’t happen overnight. It wasn’t even something 
that many people looking at his life from the outside would 
have noticed, but Mike felt it. He felt the change from being 
at the top of his game—starting every day with energy and 
oomph, experiencing new things, and meeting interesting 
people—to falling behind, feeling sluggish, and being gen-
erally unwell. He was leading a good but stagnant life, and 
that certainly wasn’t what he had set out to create for himself.

Now, this story may sound alarmingly familiar. Perhaps 
you’ve experienced a similar slide into inaction in your 
own life. Perhaps there are things you want to do—ideas 
that excite you—that you’re not taking action on. Perhaps 
you’re stuck in a landslide of excuses, as Mike was, that are 
preventing you from achieving greatness in your own life. 
This gradual decline into the valley of inaction and subse-
quently despair doesn’t happen all at once. Then one day 
you realize you’re at the bottom and not at all where you 
wanted to be. Sure, you may have achieved a ton. You may 
have accomplished almost all the goals you set for yourself. 
You may have a great life, but somewhere along the line, you 
stopped going after anything new. You stalled.
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No matter where you are in this moment, you can make a 
change to improve your life by taking action on your ideas, 
and this book can help you do it.

Mike made that change when he decided to take action 
at work and in his personal life again. Soon, small action 
steps built momentum, and he was able to carve out twenty 
minutes every day to devote to a side project that he was 
passionate about and twenty more minutes to exercise. 
By starting small and building on his wins, he was able to 
strengthen his “action muscle.”

This way of being—this bias toward taking action as opposed 
to doing nothing—felt so good that keeping it up was a 
no-brainer. Mike was able to grow his group of friends 
and colleagues, meet people who were also taking action 
in their own lives, and do exciting work that aligned with 
the things that he was passionate about. By changing his 
mindset and making a commitment to completing small 
action steps over time, he was able to let go of the excuses 
that were holding him back and achieve big successes: he 
improved his physical fitness, his family life, and his circle 
of friends. He also landed his dream job.

Today, taking action is a way of life for Mike.

It can be for you, too.
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Or you could continue doing things the same way that 
you’ve always done them. But you should know that will 
lead to the same results you’ve always gotten or worse. Given 
how quickly the world is moving, the same action may get 
you only a fraction of the results you’ve gotten before. If 
you want something different, it’s time to do something 
different. It’s time to act.

ACTIVITY
We know you already have at least one idea you could 

take action on, maybe more. Spend the next sixty sec-

onds (or a few minutes) jotting down every idea you’ve 

ever thought you might want to take action on. don’t 

brainstorm new ideas; instead, use this time to recall all 

the ideas you’ve wanted to act on but haven’t yet (e.g., I 

want to be a better dad; I want to start a company that 

delivers artisan toast as a service; or I want to create a 

Lego playland in the basement). When we say “idea,” 

we don’t necessarily mean big, grandiose concepts that 

you’ve already researched (although you certainly could 

include those if you have them); we’re talking about 

anything—big or small—you want to explore.
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For the past twenty years, we authors have been helping 
people to develop and act on their ideas. In private sessions, 
small-group seminars, summer camps, online courses, and 
huge corporate events, we’ve guided thousands of people 
through an incredible process for taking action with wonder-
ful, life-changing results. This experience—combined with 
in-depth research into the fields of social science, instruc-
tional design, and adult learning theories—has helped us 
uncover the barriers to taking action and devise methods 
to overcome them. Here are four of the most common chal-
lenges we’ve found that prevent people—even smart, eager, 
and interesting people—from taking action on their ideas:

1. They don’t have an easy, understandable step-by-step 

process for taking action.

2. They become so overwhelmed with everything they could 

do that they end up doing nothing at all.

3. They are unable to develop the action steps necessary 

to bring their own ideas to life. (We’re often much better 

at generating potential ideas for others than we are for 

ourselves.)

4. They respect an idea so much that they honor it from 

afar, waiting until the perfect opportunity—the perfect 

environment, perfect weather, perfect partner, or per-
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fect open swath of time—presents itself before they can 

devote themselves to acting on it fully. (Unfortunately, 

perfection rarely, if ever, comes, which means neither 

does action.)

Fortunately, these barriers don’t have to stand in your way 
any longer. We want everyone to be able to take action confi-
dently—to Surge ahead—on any idea, anytime, which is why 
we’ve written this book. Inside these pages, you’ll learn the 
science behind taking action and what you can do internally 
and externally to set the stage for successful action (aka an 
Action Surge). You’ll also read dozens of stories about other 
people who successfully took action on their ideas, despite 
facing obstacles and fear. Most importantly, though, you’ll 
learn how to implement the Action Surge Blueprint (Blue-
print), which is a proven step-by-step process that will help 
you generate momentum for your ideas and knock down 
the barriers that are preventing you from acting. You’ll walk 
away from this process knowing that for every idea you 
have—including the ones you just wrote down—and will 
ever have, you’ll be able to create a clear Idea Statement, 
a huge number of precise, potential Action Items, a solid 
Action Plan, and a foolproof accountability strategy. Plus, 
you’ll be able to use the Blueprint to help others.

The Blueprint combines elements from the business world 
and principles that psychologists, sociologists, and drill 
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sergeants use to understand, motivate, and hold people 
accountable. Over the years, we took action, tested it, col-
lected feedback on it, made changes, and tested it again until 
we knew we had something that was so simple, effective, 
and intuitive that everyone who used it would eventually 
get so good she would no longer need to follow along; the 
steps would happen automatically. Best of all, the process 
itself builds a Surge that you can capture and ride to not 
only propel yourself into action but to also continue acting 
even in the face of challenges.
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If you want to start taking action on your ideas—if you 
want to bring them from conception into reality—this book 
is for you. All we ask of you is a willingness to act and the 
commitment to start right now. Go ahead. Give yourself 
permission to take action on the ideas that matter to you. 
The more you invest in yourself through this process, the 
better your results will be.

What do you say? Are you ready?

Let’s go.
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P A R T  I

THE ACTION 
MINDSET
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C H A P T E R  1

ACTION VERSUS 
INACTION

When Jeff Bezos was deciding whether to start Amazon in 
1994, he used what he called a “regret minimization frame-
work.” He imagined himself at age eighty, looking back on 
his life: “I knew that when I was eighty, I was not going to 
regret having tried this,” he said. “I was not going to regret 
trying to participate in this thing called the Internet that 
I thought was going to be a really big deal. I knew that if 
I failed, I wouldn’t regret that. But I knew the one thing I 
might regret is not ever having tried. I knew that that would 
haunt me every day.” Bezos quit his job at a hedge fund in 
New York City and drove with his wife to Seattle, writing 
his business plan on the way.1

We all know how this story turned out, but at the time, Bezos 
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didn’t know what was going to happen. He only knew that 
he had an idea upon which he felt compelled to act and 
that he’d figure everything else out on the way. He chose 
to take action instead of aimlessly talking about his idea to 
his friends and family. He chose acting over excuse-making. 
He knew he wanted to start this business, so he got to it.

There are plenty of other stories with the same moral. In 2011, 
Steve Gadlin—the self-proclaimed “serial silly project guy” 
and creator of iwanttodrawacatforyou.com (a company that 
sells stick-figure cat drawings for $9.95)—started watching 
what at the time was a relatively new television show called 
Shark Tank. After seeing how successful other creative people 
had been on the show, he decided to give it a go. Instead of 
getting bogged down by the details of an elaborate plan to 
get noticed, Gadlin acted: he sent the producers an e-mail 
that read, “Hey, guys, I draw stick-figure cats—lemme at 
’em.” They did, and after a successful appearance on the 
show resulted in a $25,000 investment from Mark Cuban, 
Gadlin grossed $300,000 on stick-figure cat drawings over 
the next few years.2

He took a small action step (one that surely took him less 
than five minutes to complete) on an idea that most of us 
wouldn’t have even considered—it’s so silly—and he turned 
a profit by doing so. He didn’t get stuck in overthinking or 
overanalyzing, trying to decide if his idea was a good one 
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or not. He threw it out there, and it stuck. He took action. 
He took steps to make progress, and those steps developed 
into momentum that led him to unimaginable results. He 
Surged ahead.

On the other hand, think of how many times you’ve heard 
someone respond to a great idea that someone else took 
action on with something like, “Oh, I thought of that first” or 

“That should have been me!” Think about how many times 
you may have said something similar yourself. Those don’t 
make for great stories. No, those make for great regrets. 
There are certainly hundreds of people who had the idea 
to sell books on the Internet or draw cats for money, but 
without action, those ideas disappeared into thin air. No 
action. No results.

Before we go any further, let’s clarify what we mean by action. 
To us, an action is any movement, activity, or progress—
regardless of its direction. Action means doing something, 
starting something, or accomplishing something. Some-
times that action may not lead you to where you want to go, 
and that’s OK. It’s still learning. Taking action—no matter 
the results—is an accomplishment because you earn the 
knowledge of what to do next. You’ve also put into motion 
some form of change. You’ve taken control of a situation or 
a task, and you’ve tried to move it in a certain direction. In 
other words, you’re actively participating in your own life 
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as opposed to passively watching life happen to you. Those 
are two very different things. As author and motivational 
speaker Zig Ziglar once said, “You don’t have to be great to 
start, but you have to start to be great.”

A C T I O N  S U R G E  P R I N C I P L E

Action is any movement, activity, or progress—
regardless of its direction or results.

THE SCIENCE OF ACTION

ACTION HIGHWAYS

Neurons are brain cells, and while there are lots of different 
types of brain cells, they’re all connected to one another, both 
chemically and electrically. These strings of connected cells 
create pathways that allow different types of cells to “talk” 
to one another by sending different types of signals. You 
can think of these neural pathways as highways; when you 
have an idea, the highway opens, and each exit or connec-
tion point corresponds to a particular pattern of thinking.

According to research in neuroscience, we’re all very capable 
of taking action, but some of us have developed habitual pat-
terns of thought—or mental traffic jams—that make acting 
on an idea more difficult than it needs to be. This can lead to 
things like perpetual procrastination or compulsive excuse 
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making—neither of which are conducive to taking action. If 
you consistently think thoughts such as There’s never enough 
time, I’m not smart enough to do this, or It’s probably already 
been done, the path to bring that idea into reality will be a 
very difficult one to travel. You’re much more likely to get 
off at an exit that feels familiar, comfortable, and even safe, 
which may involve scrapping your idea and doing nothing.

The good news, though, is that research in the field of neu-
roplasticity has shown that our brains are malleable, and 
by changing the way we think and act, we can develop 
new and more productive neural pathways (or possible 
junctures, to continue the highway analogy). That’s because 

“neurons that fire together, wire together” (Hebbian theory).3 
If wiring together makes a connection stronger, it would 
make sense that this “avenue of thinking” is preferred by 
your brain. It’s not that the pathway itself is more productive 
or electrochemically efficient but rather that the habit or 
consequence of this wiring is perceived as such. In other 
words, by firing new neurons together, which happens 
whenever you’re learning something new, you can essen-
tially rewire your brain.

In fact, the very process of discovering something new 
actually promotes the production of neurotrophins, which 
make neural pathways grow.4 5 6 Take learning to play the 
piano for example: after a significant amount of practice, 
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a pianist’s neurons have fired in the same pattern enough 
times that she no longer has to consciously think about 
every step that it takes to perform a concerto; her brain 
already knows the route. This is what’s known as behavioral 
fluency. And you can accomplish the same level of fluency 
in any domain, including action taking. With enough small 
action steps, you can develop neural pathways that allow for 
continuous idea generation and an automatic bias toward 
action. It’s not going to feel comfortable at first—it may 
even feel a little scary—but it will be worth it.
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THE ZONES

We spend much of our waking hours in one of the following 
three “zones”—and only zone two is conducive to not only 
learning but also taking action on an idea:

1. The Comfort Zone: Where things are predictable, safe, 

and boring. It’s unlikely you’ll grow here because there 

isn’t enough stimulation to push you beyond what you 

already know.

2. The Learning Zone: Where your senses are heightened 

enough to absorb new information. In this zone, things 

are exciting, challenging, and new.

3. The Panic Zone: Where things are tense, frustrating, and 

exhausting. Spending too much time in the panic zone 

can lead to chronic stress or anxiety.7

While acute stressors can snap you out of your comfort 
zone and help you immediately focus on something that 
requires action, this isn’t sustainable. That’s because when 
your body becomes aware of a potential threat—real or imag-
ined—your senses heighten, but your mind blocks out any 
information that does not directly pertain to helping you 
fight or flee. Your blood rushes to your limbs to facilitate 
escape, adrenaline surges into the bloodstream, and your 
heart rate goes through the roof—none of which is conducive 
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to creativity, imagining potential solutions, or taking action 
beyond defending yourself or getting out of dodge. Spend-
ing too much time in this heightened state can drain your 
resources and lead to long-term chronic health conditions.

On the other hand, if you’re too comfortable, your mind 
won’t be looking for new information or nuances in your 
environment. It will be busy metabolizing, resting, and 
healing the body for future action. While this is a wonder-
ful regenerative state, it’s not the best one for learning or 
action. That middle zone—the learning zone—is the sweet 
spot. You’ll know when you’re in it when you feel excited, 
invigorated, and challenged by what’s going on around you.

You can expect to bounce between zones two and three 
(learning and panic) while completing the Action Surge 
Blueprint for the first few times. The same holds true any 
time you’re doing something potentially nerve-racking such 
as public speaking or launching a new business. The only 
way to feel less panic about doing something new is to do 
it enough that you’re no longer scared of it. We’re not sure 
who said it, but we love this quote: “Adventure and risk may 
harm you, but boredom will kill you.”

HABITUALIZATION

We never stop learning. You never stop learning. The brain 
is smart and evolved. It gets better at whatever it is that it’s 
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doing, which means the more you do anything, the more 
those neurons fire and wire together, and the better and 
easier it is to continue to do that same thing. We are born 
with genetic predispositions, but our habits are powerful. 
People trying to build a new habit don’t often realize that 
they’re already doing it. If you’re going to the gym every 
morning, you’re getting better at going to the gym every 
morning. Conversely, if you’re not going to the gym every 
morning, you’re getting better at not going to the gym every 
morning. If you’re hitting the snooze button every morn-
ing, you’re building a habit of procrastination starting the 
second you wake up. Because you’ve paved that particular 
neural pathway with repetitive use, it becomes easier and 
easier to traverse, which means this habit may show up in 
other areas of your life, too. However, it’s never too late; you 
can always think a new thought and choose a new action.

AWARENESS OF SELF

One way to identify your own patterns—so you can improve 
them—is to be aware or mindful of your mental, emotional, 
and physical states. In order to effect change consciously, 
you must be, well, conscious of it. If you notice yourself 
procrastinating instead of taking action on an idea, call it 
out: say to yourself, “OK, hold on. I’m procrastinating. I’m 
only thinking about this idea and not taking action on it.” 
Bringing this toxic pattern into your awareness—without 
judgment—allows you to choose whether to continue per-
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petuating it or to do something differently. It’s no longer a 
thoughtless habit; it’s now an intentional choice.

If left unchecked, procrastination can be quite problematic. 

In fact, there’s a Spanish proverb that says, “Tomorrow is 

the busiest day of the week.” Take a moment now to make 

sure you understand how to differentiate between produc-

tive procrastination and the plain-old unproductive kind:

PRODUCTIVE PROCRASTINATION

You’re genuinely still processing new information, and 

you need the additional time to mull things over. This is 

good procrastination; it means that a “slow burn” is taking 

place in the background, and you’re still thinking about 

and engaged with the subject at hand. You’ve heard sto-

ries about people having eureka moments in the shower 

or while taking a walk, right? Those are all examples of 

good procrastination. Sometimes, taking your focus off 

the problem while doing something else you enjoy allows 

you to free up enough cognitive space to find the solution.

UNPRODUCTIVE PROCRASTINATION

You’re not processing anything or making any progress 

on an idea. While you may say (or think) that you need 

more time to mull over the problem, it’s really just an 

excuse to put off taking action. This is likely because a 

first step seems too large and too intimidating. Anything 

that seems hard just hasn’t been broken up into enough 

easy steps yet, which is exactly what you need to do if 

you find yourself stuck in unproductive procrastination. 

Break it down.
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Developing this level of self-awareness may take some time. 
Meditation is one way to go about it.8 9 Another is simply 
talking through your thoughts and feelings about an idea 
with an empathic listener. With practice, you’ll cultivate 
an awareness about your state of being that will help you 
better identify the patterns that run counter to what you 
want. This will also help you learn how to tune out distrac-
tions that are vying for your attention, thus enabling you 
to focus on what you want to accomplish.

ACTIVITY
Here’s a quick mindfulness exercise you can do right now. 

(If you’re tempted to skip this or come back to it later, 

ask yourself if that’s an old procrastination habit. Be 

honest in your answer. Are you really going to come back 

to this? This is a book about taking action, so why not 

commit to acting right now? Seriously, give it a try.) Sit 

down and plant your feet firmly on the ground; become 

aware of the sensation of your feet on the floor and your 

back against the chair. Now bring your attention to your 

breath: pull it in first through your belly, next your chest, 

and then your nose. on your exhale, push the breath 

back out the way it came, being sure that your exhale 

is longer than your inhale. (doing so reduces your heart 

rate and increases your focus.) do this several times until 

you feel a sense of calm wash over you. You can always 

return to this place of peace by focusing on your breath, 

regardless of how overwhelming things appear to be.
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ITERATION

Incorporating a mindfulness practice into your daily life also 
demonstrates a commitment to continual improvement—or 
kaizen in Japanese, which Masaaki Imai introduced to the 
West in 1986 with his book titled, Kaizen: The Key to Japan’s 
Competitive Success.10 One of the most important aspects 
of this philosophy is that small changes accumulate over 
time and lead to big results. (As we discussed earlier, you’re 
building a new neural habit.)

Let’s apply the concept of kaizen to the idea of becoming 
a chef. If you start thinking about every cookbook, class, 
culinary gadget, and skill you need to master, you may jump 
right to a thought about how overwhelming and expensive 
this endeavor will be. That may very well take the wind 
out of your sails, and you’ll end up discarding the idea and 
resorting back to instant ramen. However, if you break the 
idea of becoming a chef down into the first small step that 



A C T I o N  V e R S U S  I N A C T I o N   ·   39

you can easily accomplish and improve upon incrementally, 
the idea no longer seems as onerous and you’ll be more 
apt to take action on it. First, you may choose one recipe to 
attempt or experiment with one new ingredient or cooking 
method. Then you will try another. Next, you may locate a 
local cooking class to attend. Then try another. Eventually, 
you may start researching schools or apprenticeships, pre-
paring your application materials, and submitting them. 
You get the idea. You take small actions that accumulate 
over time and lead to big results. You’re building a new habit.

Yes, Chef
Speaking of becoming a chef, Ashley Christensen dis-

covered her love of food and the culinary arts during 

college, while throwing dinner parties for her friends and 

family. At twenty-one, she landed her first professional 

cooking job and then spent the next several years incre-

mentally building up her skills and culinary know-how 

until she was ready to open her own restaurant. In 2007, 

she opened the nationally acclaimed Poole’s diner, and 

she didn’t stop there. Recognizing the potential of an 

underutilized building in an up-and-coming area, Chris-

tensen took the risk of opening three more restaurants 

in 2011. Her risk paid off. As of 2016, she owns seven 

restaurants and holds a coveted James Beard Award.



40  ·   S U R G e

A C T I O N  S U R G E  P R I N C I P L E

Small changes accumulate over time and lead to big results.

Small steps are the best way to bring about big action 
because they’re easier to complete and they don’t trigger 
the same excuses and overwhelm that big steps do.
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Plus, once you successfully complete a step—no matter 
the size—you’re more likely to complete the next. (This is 
what’s known as positive reinforcement in behaviorism. 
The shorter and more consistent the reinforcement sched-
ule, the more likely it is that the individual—be it human 
or organism—will continue the desired behavior.11 12 13) In 
this way, we can use the fact that we’re creatures of habit to 
our benefit. We can essentially use the momentum of a win 
to propel ourselves forward into taking action on the next 
task. Once we do this enough times, it becomes a new habit 
and then a new identity, thus shaping our neural pathways 
toward a bias for more action.

This understanding can seem counterintuitive given that 
we live in an era with constant social media updates, instant 
gratification, and overnight celebrities. We set some pretty 
lofty goals for ourselves and we’re often not patient in their 
pursuit. However, the reality is, there are no overnight suc-
cesses. Our favorite musicians, television personalities, and 
media darlings didn’t become famous overnight. They also 
took small steps over time that led to big action and even 
bigger results; we just weren’t privy to them.
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Mendes Mania
In 2014, teen pop star Shawn Mendes burst onto the 

music scene—and the Billboard top twenty-five—with 

his song, “Life of the Party,” leaving fans and critics 

wondering how he got to be so lucky. But it wasn’t 

luck at all; he had been working toward this moment 

for years. Back in 2012, eighth-grade Mendes started 

posting his versions of hit songs to YouTube, and then 

in 2013, he posted them on Vine, the popular six-sec-

ond video app. By the time he launched his first single, 

Mendes had recorded hundreds of videos, honed his 

skills, and amassed millions of followers. It was this hard 

work that landed him a contract with Universal Music 

Group’s Island Records.

ACTION IS A SEQUENCE OF PROGRESSIVE STEPS

STEPS THAT LEAD TO A SURGE

We mentioned the importance of using small steps to build 
momentum earlier, but we’re going to revisit it now (and 
repeatedly throughout the rest of this book) because it is 
such a huge component of successfully taking action. After 
all, achieving the momentum, the swirl of energy—the 
Surge—that leads to taking action on any idea is as simple 
as taking a sequence of progressive steps.

Imagine a baby learning how to walk. She starts by lying on 
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her back with some vague concept of walking in her mind. 
Then she lifts her head, strengthening her neck muscles. 
Next, she rolls over and over again until she’s mastered that 
and her core is strong enough to support her efforts to crawl. 
From there, it’s only a matter of time before she gets her little 
legs under her and manages to balance for a few moments 
on her feet: first step, second step, and she’s walking. Next 
will be running, and this entire sequence happens naturally 
and in order; step five can’t possibly come before step two 
because that wouldn’t make any sense. She doesn’t think 
about all of the things that she has to do in order to walk. 
She acts, then checks the effects of her efforts on the world 
around her, corrects, reacts, and then Surges ahead again.

Everything we do can be broken into a series of progressive 
steps, but some things are so automatic to us that we forget 
just how many action steps we complete getting to where 
we want to go. If you can’t remember learning to walk, you 
might remember the last time you ordered takeout. There are 
a series of progressive steps you have to complete in order to 
get from the idea of eating Chinese food to actually chowing 
down on some moo shu: choosing a restaurant, selecting an 
entrée, calling the restaurant, placing your order, driving 
to the restaurant, picking up your food, paying for your 
food, and returning home. Every one of those steps breaks 
down into even smaller ones. Think about how many steps 
make up deciding on an entrée. You couldn’t possibly pick 
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up your food before choosing your meal, but we don’t often 
think about that. We’ve gotten so good at completing the 
sequence that we hardly know that it’s a sequence of steps 
at all. However, one step leads us right into the next, and 
the next, and the next. Eventually, this gets us to exactly 
where we want to go every single time.

Imagine how exceptional your life would be if everything 
you wanted to act on was as easy for you as ordering dinner—
or completing any of the other thousands of sequences 
of action you take daily without thinking about them. It 
can be that way with practice. This buildup of energy and 
momentum, this Surge, is the basis for the Action Surge 
Blueprint, which you’ll learn all about soon.

xkcd14
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EVERY IDEA DESERVES ACTION

An idea will always remain an idea without action. Ideas—no 
matter how great—aren’t worth much by themselves.

It’s the action that brings the idea to life; it turns it into 
something real and tangible. In his book, The Millionaire 
Fastlane, M. J. Demarco writes, “An idea trapped in your 
brain is like a supercar trapped in the garage with a dead 
battery. It accomplishes nothing and its purpose is untapped. 
Execution is making an idea real and giving the battery a 
charge. Execution is taking a Lamborghini out of the garage 
and slamming the accelerator to the floor.”15

While it’s great to have an idea, keeping those ideas locked up 
as view-only exhibits in a museum in your mind or tucked 
away in a journal you never open isn’t going to get you 
very far. Neither will passing on an idea because it appears 
too small or too mediocre. Think about how dismissible 
Gadlin’s idea of drawing stick-figure cats was. He could have 
easily justified not taking action because the idea wasn’t 
big enough or impactful enough, but he didn’t. He chose 
to act, and doing so changed not only his life but also the 
lives of all the people who were inspired to take action on 
their own ideas as a result of seeing him act on his. (Want 
an extra dose of motivation to act? Consider all the people 
who would benefit from seeing you bring your idea into 
the world.)
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You might think that an idea such as taking the stairs instead 
of the elevator, showing up ten minutes earlier to work in 
the morning, or printing those T-shirts with your favorite 
phrase on them is too small to be meaningful, but it’s not. 
Plus, those little actions accumulate, and over time, they 
can turn into something bigger, while ideas that remain 
ideas accumulate into a dusty pile in your mental archives. 
According to Demarco, ideas without execution are “nothing 
but neurological flatulence.”

Coaster Shack
Nick decided to take action on his idea to create drink 

coasters with Bill Murray’s face on them—and he did 

so in the most straightforward way possible: he bulk 

ordered supersimple wood coasters and used the digital 

marketplace Fiverr to find someone in Turkey who could 

make him an inexpensive stamp of Murray’s face. He 

then proceeded to stamp a bunch of coasters and sell 

them through his online shop, VintageClinchers. orig-

inally, he was just selling to friends and a few random 

Bill Murray fans who found his shop. Then, the New York 

Times found out and featured his coasters in an article 

about Murray. overnight, business boomed.
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Amazon Arbitrage
When Jessica Larrew lost her job, she wasn’t sure how 

she was going to replace her full-time income without 

going back to work for someone else. She and her hus-

band wanted kids, and she wanted to be a stay-at-home 

mom. So instead of hitting the job boards, she decided 

to expand her online side business by “put[ting] all 

[her] eggs into the Amazon basket,” specifically by 

selling items she procured elsewhere as a third-party 

seller on Amazon. It wasn’t long until she was able to 

replace her full-time income with the money she was 

making online. Today, she makes six figures and works 

about five hours one day each week, which allows her 

to spend as much time as she likes with her young son.

Every idea deserves to be explored. It deserves additional 
thought and consideration as well as some initiation. Who 
knows which idea of yours is going to end up having sticking 
power? Don’t dismiss anything too quickly—not even if your 
idea consists of developing a superspecific animal-shaped 
inflatable pool toy or gifting friendly rocks.

A C T I O N  S U R G E  P R I N C I P L E

Every idea deserves to be explored.
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Floating to Financial Freedom
The man who created the original Giant Flamingo pool 

toy came up with the idea after realizing that the only 

eighty-inch inflatable rafts on the market were white 

swans—and he wanted to float on a pink flamingo. That 

same day, he found a supplier and started his company, 

which is now a successful source of income for him—all 

because he took quick action on an idea.

Rock the Cashbox
Scott was living with his parents when they asked him to 

help remove the landscaping rocks that were covering their 

front lawn to make room for new landscaping features. 

Instead of dumping those rocks at a quarry, placing an ad 

on Craigslist for removal, or paying someone to come get 

them, he had an idea to sell the rocks one by one online.

How do you turn a boring lawn rock into something 

someone would actually want to buy? In this case, 

you glue googly eyes onto it. Scott created a website 

where people could pay $9.99 to ship a nicely packaged, 

googly eyed rock along with a quality sticker that had 

a rock-related pun on it (e.g., “You Rock!”) to anyone in 

the States. To his surprise, the site took off. People loved 

the novelty of shipping those rocks with personality to 

unsuspecting friends and family members.
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THE DOWNSIDE OF INACTION

As we grow up, many of us lose our willingness to try new 
things—to leap into action. We lose our drive, our momen-
tum, our natural ability to create a Surge. Instead, we begin 
to think in more risk-averse ways about the world around us. 
We become afraid of making mistakes or doing things incor-
rectly. We worry about looking silly or being misunderstood. 
We care about what other people will think and say about 
us. We even obsess about the future, anticipating challenges 
and uphill battles that may never appear. As adults, instead 
of taking action, we sometimes get stuck overthinking and 
overanalyzing because we’re concerned about what might 
happen. Those thoughts rarely ever skew toward the positive. 
This is what’s known as analysis paralysis.

This fear-based existence can be especially debilitating for 
those who fall in the middle of their organizational hierarchy. 
In his book, Originals: How Non-Conformists Move the World, 
Adam Grant explains that people at the top and bottom of an 
organization have “license to deviate” from the norm: those 
at the top are expected to do so and those at the bottom can 
only benefit from differentiating themselves in some way. 
However, people in the middle are “dominated by insecurity.” 
After obtaining a little respect from their peers, people in 
this middle segment become attached to their status and 
increasingly fearful of losing it. Therefore, Grant explains, 

“to maintain and then gain status, you play a game of fol-
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low-the-leader, conforming to prove your worth as a group 
member.”16 In many cases, conforming looks a lot like inac-
tion (or performing the least amount of action necessary to 
maintain the status quo).

Inaction builds on itself; it snowballs. Just as we can develop 
a habit of taking action, we can also develop one of doing 
nothing. The more often we fail to take action in our own 
lives and the more ideas we let slip away into nothingness, 
the more comfortable we become taking a back seat to our 
own existence. Over time, we stop pushing our limits. We 
stop expanding our boundaries. We stop growing and learn-
ing and trying new things and having new experiences. 
We stop inspiring others to act. We stop holding ourselves 
accountable for living the life we want. All of this becomes 
acceptable. It becomes our new normal. Without realizing 
it, complacency sets in.

A C T I O N  S U R G E  P R I N C I P L E

Inaction snowballs.

Most of the time, this slide into the valley of inaction occurs 
without our ever being aware of it, which is why, as we 
mentioned in an earlier section, remaining conscious of it 
is important. Once you’re consciously aware of a perpetual 
way of being or a habit, you unlock the power to change it.
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Consider for a moment something that you took action on 
in your life—something that turned out really well. Now 
think about all the people you met along the way and all 
the doors that opened as a result. Without taking action, 
you would never have met those people. You would never 
have had those experiences. Life would have passed you by.

REGRET

Remember Jeff Bezos’s regret minimization framework? He 
decided to take action on his idea to start Amazon because 
he knew he’d regret it if he didn’t. Well, there’s data—and 
this Mark Twain quote: “We regret the things we don’t do 
more than the things we do”—to back up his logic. Cornell 
sociologists Tom Gilovich and Vicki Medvec found that 
while we regret acting a little more than not acting in the 
short term, we regret not acting a lot more than acting in 
the long term. Here are the results of their study: over the 
span of one week, action regrets trump inaction regrets 53 
percent to 47 percent. Pretty close, right? Here’s where it 
gets interesting: over the span of a lifetime, inaction regrets 
overshadow action regrets 84 percent to 16 percent. That’s 
a huge difference. It appears that while time washes away 
regrets about the things we wish we hadn’t done, it only 
emphasizes the things we wish we had.17
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ACTIVITY
Test this theory of regret out for yourself: take a moment 

and write down your three biggest regrets. do it—right 

now—the first three things that come to mind. If it’s 

taking you more than a few seconds, you’re overthinking.

done? oK. How many of the regrets that you’ve written 

down begin with the word not (e.g., not asking her to 

marry me, not taking that job offer, or not accepting that 

scholarship to go to college out of state)? In other words, 

how many of them are related to inaction versus action?

Bronnie Ware—a palliative nurse who wrote a book about 
the most common regrets of her dying patients—noted that, 

“When people realise that their life is almost over and look 
back clearly on it, it is easy to see how many dreams have 
gone unfulfilled.”18 Don’t get to the end of your life with 
a laundry list of things you wish you had done. Do them 
now—while time’s on your side.
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THE UPSIDE OF ACTION

By taking action on your ideas, you give yourself a real 
opportunity to improve your life, enhance your way of being, 
and better the lives of others. You get to be in the driver’s 
seat or the director’s chair, depending on which analogy you 
prefer. Either way, you get to dictate which direction your 
life moves. You get to control your destiny.

As you further strengthen your action muscle, taking action 
will become a new way of life. It will become part of your 
identity—and we humans will do a lot in order to remain 
consistent with our identities. As performance coach Tony 
Robbins says, “The strongest force in the human person-
ality is the need to stay consistent with how we define 
ourselves.”19 Over time, it becomes easier and easier to 
take action on all of the things we want to take action 
on because we have this history of success propelling us. 
We become action-oriented people, and not taking action 
becomes impossible.

You may already know one or two people in your group of 
friends or colleagues who fall into this category. (If you don’t, 
you may want to consider expanding your circles, but we’ll 
go into that more deeply in a later chapter.) These individuals 
have a way about them; they’re natural leaders, instigators, 
and starters. They’re excited about life and passionate about 
their interests and pursuits, and it shows. This becomes part 
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of their personal brand, and they become known for their 
ability to move an idea forward.

Benjamin Franklin once said, “If you want something done, 
ask a busy a person.” That’s because busy people have devel-
oped a reputation for their time management skills—they 
get a lot done in little time. He could also have said, “If you 
have an idea, bring it to an action-oriented person,” because 
action-oriented people have preceding reputations, too. 
This means they often end up with the first pick of a lot of 
great opportunities, challenges, ideas, and ventures. They’re 
magnets for action. Part of this is because they’re in the 
midst of things and making things happen. They’re in the 
right place at the right time with the right people. Some 
call it serendipity; we call it continuously taking action and 
opening up to new possibilities.

Sand Wars
A few years ago, the Star Wars set Mos espa was at risk 

of being buried and destroyed by desert sands. The 

village of Mos espa (ong Jmel, near Nefta) was not 

only a place where Star Wars fans gathered, but it was 

also an important cultural heritage site integral to the 

local economy. Unfortunately, the Tunisian government 

couldn’t afford to preserve the landmark, so fans came 

to its rescue. Raya Ben Guiza Verniers led the charge 
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to save Mos espa by fund-raising on the crowdfunding 

site Indiegogo and in person. Then Pharrell Williams got 

a hold of a fan video the team created with Star Wars 

characters dancing along to Williams’s hit song, “Happy.” 

When Williams shared the video with his followers, it 

went viral, garnering attention from international media 

channels and the Ministry of Tourism, thus boosting 

donations to help the fans save the set.

ACTION FOR IMPROVED HEALTH

Taking action for improved health might be one of the best 
examples of how a series of small steps can lead to really big 
changes. After all, there’s no healthy way to lose or gain a lot 
of weight all at once. It occurs in small increments, but the 
momentum builds; one pound every week for six months or 
a year adds up to a lot. If you can keep this in mind without 
getting frustrated that things aren’t moving fast enough, you 
can really enjoy each little success—each time the number 
on the scale moves down, each time you make a decision to 
eat a healthy snack instead of an unhealthy one, and each 
time you decide to add yet another mile to your daily run. 
These wins feel good and they boost our self-esteem, thus 
encouraging us to act again.

Eventually, we start to notice even bigger changes, such as 
having more energy, being more productive, or maintaining 
a better mood. We get more done at work, we feel inspired 
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to make plans with friends in the evenings, and we wake 
up earlier and need less coffee and sugar to get us through 
the day. This type of change may also lead to meeting new 
and different people, expanding social circles, and opening 
up more opportunities. See, action-oriented people get all 
the, well, action.

Run Club
John decided he wanted to start running to improve 

his health, and he recruited his wife to run with him. 

After a few weeks, they decided they’d both stay more 

committed to their new exercise regimen if they took 

action on finding other people who also liked to run 

and would help hold them accountable. They formed 

a running club. Today, John and his wife are a part of 

this thriving community of people who meet four times 

a week to run together, share stories, and connect. In 

addition to improving their health, John and his wife 

have also gone on great adventures and explored the 

world with new friends from their club.

UnFitbit
Tina wanted to take better care of her health, so she 

bought a Fitbit activity tracker. For the first fifteen days, 

she checked her steps religiously and met every goal. 
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After that, though, she stopped using it altogether. She 

repeated this cycle three times with three different activ-

ity trackers. “I’m buying myself the tools,” she lamented. 

“Why am I not seeing results?” It took Tina a while to 

realize that the tool wasn’t the most important compo-

nent of achieving her fitness goals (although it could 

help her stay accountable, it certainly wasn’t going to 

do the work for her). When she shifted her focus away 

from the device and placed it back onto her intrinsic 

motivation—the reasons she wanted to get in shape in 

the first place—she started running regularly, lost weight, 

got in shape, and tossed her trackers. While tools can 

be helpful, they’re still just tools. It turns out she never 

needed them in the first place.

ACTION IN THE CORPORATE WORLD

Most corporate environments are structured, with an orga-
nizational hierarchy and set-in-stone processes, which can 
leave many employees overemphasizing their job descrip-
tions and titles and underemphasizing their own unique 
value. Some individuals go so far as becoming their role, 
fusing what they do with who they are as a person. However, 
they’re more than what’s written down on paper—or printed 
on business cards. You are, too. Because you are reading this 
book, chances are good that you already know that.

You already know that you’re capable of doing, achieving, 
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and being much, much more than the bullet points that have 
been outlined for you in your job description. In fact, rip 
up the job description you were given and use your brain 
to determine where else you can add value doing what you 
really enjoy doing. This applies whether you’re passion-
ate about your current role or are interested in pursuing 
another one altogether. It doesn’t mean that you stop doing 
the job you were hired to do; it means you do more. Every 
organization has challenges to solve, and there are likely 
a myriad of opportunities for you to make a difference. If 
there are already existing projects or initiatives in your 
area of interest, volunteer your time to be involved. If there 
aren’t, find some people who can help you to start one. By 
having established credibility in the organization as a high 
performer, you can make it clear to your management that 
you can handle the additional work.

There’s a great scene in the Seinfeld episode entitled “The 
Wait Out” in which Jerry and Elaine are trying to figure out 
how to become romantically involved with recently divorced 
Beth and David, respectively. At this point in the episode, 
Jerry and Elaine are trying to come up with a reason to call 
them because it’s obviously too soon to ask for dates:

ElainE: (Loud) Oh! (Jerry has a surprised look) I’ve got 
it! I’ve got it! We’re calling just to say, “I’m there for you.”
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JErry: (Nodding, trying it out) “I’m there for you.”

ElainE: Then, after a period of being “there for you,” we 
slowly remove the two words “for you,” and we’re just 
(makes a “ta-da!” gesture) “there.”

(End ScEnE)20

This is an entertaining anecdote about creating the new 
normal you actually want to see. If you start adding a ton 
of value doing the job you’re passionate about, chances are 
good that your bosses will do everything in their power to 
ensure you’re able to keep it up. Eventually, you’ll just be 

“there,” doing what you love.

For the action-oriented person who’s willing to get cre-
ative, the corporate environment can offer a lot of great 
resources, including opportunities to network with a vast 
array of people with different interests, passions, skill sets, 
and ideas—and in some cases, people living in different 
parts of the world. It also provides access to technology 
and educational resources that might be harder to find else-
where. Don’t settle for checking tasks off a task list. Don’t 
settle for completing your quarterly goals and objectives. 
Reach, stretch, grow. Let your ideas run free. You may be 
surprised how much overlap there is and how much taking 
action on your ideas can improve your ability to add value. 
That’s good for you and your company.
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Faster, Cheaper Little People
The toy company Mattel makes a series of small dolls 

called Little People, which have become wildly popular. 

According to a Mattel employee whom we authors met at 

an innovation conference, the company usually spends a 

lot of money on market research focus groups to decide 

which doll to roll out next. They did this with each new 

doll until this particular employee suggested taking a 

more action-oriented approach. She knew that a lot of 

people were talking about Little People online—some 

people even had their own YouTube channel discussing 

the toys. Thus, instead of going the traditional route yet 

again, she Surged ahead on a new idea: crowdsourcing 

the superfans and asking them directly what they wanted 

next. It was such a hit that Mattel turned the process into 

a competition that generated a whole lot of buzz. In one 

month, the team was able to choose its newest Little 

People figurine for a lot less than what they normally 

spent. By acting on that one idea, this person saved 

her company a lot of money—and generated additional 

revenue by engaging customers earlier in the process.
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You might also find that taking action on your ideas leads 
you to find something that’s a much better fit.

oh, Brother, Where Art Thou?
The youngest of two boys did very well in school, and 

after graduating college he did what everyone else his 

age was doing: with a degree in hand, he submitted 

his résumé to every company the career office at his 

university suggested. Why? Because that’s what smart, 

college-educated young men do. He landed a good job 

at a good company with a good salary. Two years in, 

he knew being a cog in the wheel was not for him. He 

knew he needed to make a change or risk becoming 

increasingly unhappy.

Without surveying his family or his friends first, he made 

the decision to act because that felt true for him. He 

booked a ticket to ecuador and called his brother from 

the road. Six months later, after having traveled across 

South America, the young man found himself, discov-

ered his passions, and set himself up to take big leaps 

in his career.

ACTION AS AN ENTREPRENEUR

If you’re a successful entrepreneur, you’re action-oriented by 
design. You have to be in order to bring new companies to 
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life. If you have entrepreneurial aspirations, you’re bound to 
have ideas about what you want to see in the world. The key 
here is to explore them, even the ones you may be tempted 
to dismiss for being too small, or too big, or too weird, or too 
whatever. By developing a system of checks and balances 
to hold yourself accountable for acting on an idea you want 
to see through, you can start to bring your ideas into the 
world—one at a time or several at a time.

Consider registering a domain name for the next idea you 
wish to act on. That way, you’re immediately invested in 
your idea. Plus, you’ll get the benefit of an automatic annual 
check-in because when that renewal notice comes in next 
year, you’ll have to take stock of the action you took—or 
didn’t take—in order to decide whether to pay the renewal 
fee (what we like to call an idea tax). Or you’ll be forced to 
let it go, thus making room for a new idea to take its place.

An entrepreneur is someone who never stops coming up 
with ideas, but more importantly, she never stops taking 
action on them, never stops making an impact on the world, 
and never stops leaving her mark. When the exploring 
stops, when the iterations stop, when the movement stops, 
the entrepreneurial story dies. The only way to keep the 
movement going is to keep Surging ahead.
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Red Velvet Technology
A twenty-something engineer studying information 

systems was going out every Thursday night with 

his friends when he noticed that nightclubs were still 

using paper and pens to manage their guest lists. This 

sparked an idea: he wanted to create an online guest 

list experience that would be better for the club’s staff 

and, more importantly, his fellow drinking buddies. over 

the next few days, he started sketching out the wire-

frames, jotting down notes about desired functionality, 

and exploring potential logo designs. Realizing that the 

possibilities were endless and that he had potentially 

landed on something big—a full-service offering that 

would require an entire team to support—he decided to 

take a step back. He knew that in order to be successful 

in the long run, he’d have to pare things down to start, 

so he began development on a smaller feature set that 

he planned to enhance later through minor updates and 

releases. At the same time, he made a connection with 

the first venue willing to pilot his new product. Lots of 

input and iterations later, he was able to get his solution 

into the Atlantic City casinos and eventually the restau-

rant industry. He went from taking action on one small 

idea to having a successful product that spans multiple 

industries and continues to evolve.
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Hello, dolly
After losing her job as a science communicator, Tas-

manian artist Sonia Singh was looking for a creative 

project to start while she was taking care of her young 

daughter and looking for employment. That’s when 

she noticed how many discarded children’s dolls were 

gathering dust around town. As a child, she grew up 

playing with secondhand toys, and many of her daugh-

ter’s favorites were hand-me-downs as well. With that 

in mind, Singh decided to begin upcycling the dolls into 

unique toys that children might actually want to play 

with. She began by removing the factory paint from 

the dolls’ faces and replacing it with more natural looks. 

She also repaired and replaced missing feet and cut and 

restyled their hair. eventually, she recruited her mom, 

an expert knitter, to create brand-new clothes for the 

dolls. After posting several photos of the dolls online, 

she started garnering national attention. Journalists from 

all over the world wanted to learn her story and help 

her get her sustainable, age-appropriate Tree Change 

dolls into the hands of children across the globe. Now 

an advocate for upcycling and conservation, Singh is 

exploring options for turning what started as a creative 

hobby into a full-time career.
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ACTIVITY
In the first column below, jot down several ideas that 

you feel inspired to act on right now. (Hint: you can pull 

these from the list you created in the introduction of 

this book.) In the second column, write down what you 

think would happen if you continue not taking action 

on that idea (e.g., it’ll never exist). Finally, in the third 

column, write what could happen if you did take action.
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C H A P T E R  2

SETTING THE STAGE 
FOR A SURGE

Anyone can take action at any time. However, there are 
things that you can do to set the stage for a Surge and reduce 
friction, making it easier for you to act. Think about turning 
a Mount Everest-sized peak into an anthill. Sure, there’s still 
a change in elevation, but the latter is not nearly as daunting 
of a climb. Anything that seems hard—any barrier blocking 
your progress that seems insurmountable—just hasn’t been 
broken up into enough smaller steps yet.

We’ve divided the sections in this chapter into things you 
can do internally to set yourself up for success and things 
you can do externally to set your environment up for suc-
cess. While a few include elements of both, they mostly 
fall into one category or the other. And you’ll notice that 
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there are quite a few more methods for making changes 
to yourself than there are for changing your environment. 
While creating an environment that’s conducive to taking 
action is important, it won’t get you very far if you don’t do 
the internal work, too.

You’ll also notice that all of the stories in this chapter are 
examples of people overcoming some type of perceived bar-
rier so they could Surge into action. Those barriers include 
ideas that feel too big, not having enough time, and facing 
rejection. They succeeded by not only identifying these 
challenges but also making the changes necessary to address 
them so they could Surge ahead anyway.

SETTING YOURSELF UP FOR SUCCESS

UNCOVER THE PASSION

Ethnographer and leadership consultant Simon Sinek 
popularized the concept of starting with why in the third 
most-watched TED Talk of all time. To summarize his mes-
sage, the more connected you are with the reason why you 
want to take action on an idea—your motivation—the better 
you’ll be able to speak about and act on it in a compelling 
and thorough way.21 By finding your “why,” you tap into 
your passion for the idea, and that can generate a ton of 
momentum to help you continue to act, even when you 
run into challenges. Your passion for your idea will essen-
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tially propel you to Surge ahead, no matter what potential 
obstacles you’ll encounter on your path. It can also inspire 
others to join in and lend their support.

A C T I O N  S U R G E  P R I N C I P L E

Uncovering the passion behind an idea generates 
momentum and breaks down barriers.

Once you’ve uncovered your passion, broaden your search. 
How are other people approaching your idea? What are 
people saying about the future of your idea? What can you 
learn from those who have taken action on similar ideas? 
What feedback are you getting when you share your idea 
with others? Are there suggestions that you could apply 
to make acting on your idea easier? The more you know, 
the better you’ll be at refining your idea into exactly what 
you want.

Speaking of feedback, it’s also important to note that some-
times even negative feedback can be a very good thing. 
Critical responses can open the door for a healthy debate 
and lead to the development of new and even more success-
ful ideas. After all, you definitely don’t want to surround 
yourself with only yes-men or yes-women. In Originals: How 
Non-Conformists Move the World, Adam Grant discusses the 
danger of groupthink—that is, when a group’s desire for 
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harmony trumps its ability to make good decisions. And it’s 
an easy trap to fall into, especially during times of stress. 
Strategy researchers found that the worse a company was 
performing, the more that company’s chief executive officer 
(CEO) sought feedback from people who shared her per-
spective: CEOs “favored the comfort of consensus over the 
discomfort of dissent,” Grant wrote. Paradoxically, compa-
nies only improved when the CEO intentionally sought out 
advice from people with differing points of view, thereby 
challenging herself “to fix mistakes and pursue innovations.” 
While some people believe that criticism stifles creativity, 
the opposite appears to be true: criticism can actually spark 
it. In fact, research has demonstrated that debate and crit-
icism improve the quantity and quality of new ideas—that 
is, as long as everyone involved feels that everyone else is 
truly looking out for her best interest.22

BREAK IT DOWN

Our habit of eschewing ideas that we think are too small—
which we discussed in chapter one—often results in our 
starting too big, getting discouraged, and then giving up 
altogether. According to Bill Gates, “Most people overesti-
mate what they can do in one year and underestimate what 
they can do in ten years.” For example, if we decide we want 
to get into shape after years of inactivity, we may go straight 
to wanting six-pack abs. When they don’t appear within 
the first few weeks—or even months—we get frustrated 
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and drop our idea completely. As we touched on earlier, 
we’re often much better off starting small and opening our 
minds to the long-term possibilities. In this case, that could 
be feeling stronger and leaner, fitting into our wedding 
clothes again, or being able to chase our toddlers at the park 
without getting winded. Eventually, those six-pack abs may 
come, or they may not, but you will still have experienced 
incredible results along the way.

Weight for It
Brian struggled with his weight for most of his life. each 

year he’d embark on a new giant weight-loss program, 

but nothing seemed to last. one day, after being rather 

fed up with his usual process, Brian changed his mindset: 

instead of setting out to complete a massive life overhaul, 

he wrote down a few small and completely manageable 

healthy changes he wanted to make, such as eating 

more fruits and vegetables, taking the stairs instead of 

the elevator in his office building, and going on a walk 

during his lunch break. Then he made them, one at a time. 

Results didn’t happen overnight, but eventually, because 

he stuck with it, Brian lost more than fifty pounds and 

weighed less than he had ever weighed before. Small 

action led to big results.
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The same concept applies to someone who wants to be a 
better parent. That idea may sound big and intimidating. It 
may trigger a lot more questions than answers—questions 
like, “How am I going to be a better parent?” or “Will I have 
to change everything about my life?” However, if you break 
that big idea into smaller action steps, it’s easier to build 
the momentum you need to crush the big idea. You could 
come home early tonight to spend an extra hour with your 
child. It might feel small now, but it could also be incredibly 
impactful and important over time.

American dreamer
In 1999, a young Ukrainian father saw an ad in the 

newspaper about a lottery to win a green card for US 

residency. The man—who had never won anything before 

in his life—decided to go for it. He took two small action 

steps: filling out the application and mailing it in. Two 

months later, he received a fat envelope in the mail 

with a certified letter stating that he, his wife, and his 

two children had been selected to receive green cards. 

With that first action came the moment of commitment. 

Following a series of more small steps over the next 

few months, the whole family found themselves living 

stateside and beginning a new life.



S e T T I N G  T H e  S TA G e  F o R  A  S U R G e   ·   73

If you’re ever in doubt as to the impact that taking a different 
action—even a small one—can have, imagine an ocean liner 
shifting two degrees south at the beginning of its trip. By 
the time it crossed the ocean, it would be at a completely dif-
ferent port (think Miami instead of New York City) than the 
one it would have reached if it had stayed its original course.

After two decades of studying human behavior, Dr. BJ Fogg, 
director of the Persuasive Tech Lab at Stanford University, 
found only three things that will produce long-term behav-
ior changes:

1. Having an epiphany

2. Changing your environment

3. Taking baby steps
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Instead of overhauling your life to develop better habits, 
Fogg suggests taking steps that are so small and unintru-
sive—such as flossing one tooth a day—that you’d feel silly 
not completing them. Over time, these small, easy-to-com-
plete changes develop into long-term, sustainable habits.23

Pinewood derby
Joe had a perfectly good engineering job at a respect-

able company when his son brought home his most 

recent Boy Scouts assignment: to build a pinewood 

derby car. Given Joe’s background, he was eager to 

help his son learn how to make a really great car. They 

tried a few things that were way outside the norm, and 

they lost miserably. But they learned a lot and bonded 

in the process. It actually became a bit of an obsession 

for both of them. over the next year, they tinkered and 

experimented in the evenings and on weekends. When 

the next race rolled around, their work paid off; they 

won first place. After the race, Joe decided to put their 

learnings online at pinewoodpro.com, which soon gar-

nered a following. It turned out that people were actually 

willing to pay for Joe’s tips and his recommendations 

on which parts to buy and which to avoid. It didn’t take 

long for his new hobby to become a full-time business. 

Joe left his corporate job and never looked back.
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Small steps also show up in the movie What about Bob? In the 
film, Bob (Bill Murray) is dealing with numerous intense 
phobias. He’s constantly concerned that something bad is 
going to happen to him if he takes any action in his life, 
leading his psychiatrist to recommend that he take “baby 
steps” to get through each day. These are essentially the 
smallest action steps Bob can take without triggering his 
anxieties. They work, but maybe not so well in the movie 
(poor Dr. Marvin [Richard Dreyfuss]). In real life, breaking 
big things down into their smallest, least-overwhelming 
components is a great way to alleviate stress and anxiety.

A C T I O N  S U R G E  P R I N C I P L E

Breaking big ideas down into small action steps 
alleviates stress, anxiety, and overwhelm.
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Putting your thoughts about your idea and the steps down 
on paper instead of keeping them swirling around in your 
head can also be extremely helpful in Surging ahead. (This 
is a major component of the Action Surge Blueprint, which 
you’ll learn shortly.) After all, things always seem harder 
and more ambiguous in our minds. For example, when 
a person is searching for a new job, she may attempt to 
compare something real (the current job) with something 
ambiguous or even imaginary (a potential new one). This is 
an impossible feat and often leads to confusion, overwhelm, 
and sometimes disappointment because the grass may not 
actually be greener in the new situation.

We all have the tendency to worry that the worst possible 
outcome will happen when we act, especially when we act on 
something we believe to be important. But by taking small 
action steps, ones that are so simple and so innate, we can 
propel ourselves forward, right into the next small, simple, 
innate step. Until, before we know it, we’ve accomplished 
something big.

Perfect Pitch
When 30 Rock writer Kay Cannon decided to pen the 

screenplay for Pitch Perfect—a comedy about collegiate 

a cappella groups—she had a full-time job with little time 

to spare. But she didn’t let that deter her. Instead, she 
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wrote little bits here and there whenever she had a few 

minutes to herself: “I would be writing on the subway 

ride into work, during my lunch hour, on the weekends,” 

she said. And it paid off, because the movie was a hit, 

and a sequel soon followed.
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Cannon achieved her dream of becoming a film writer 

and branching out on her own all by breaking a big 

idea—writing a screenplay—into manageable pieces she 

could act on in the time she had available.

The next time you’re feeling overwhelmed by the thought 
of how to get from where you are now to where you want 
to be, remember, baby steps. After all, everything we think 
we can’t do consists of a lot of things that we can.

THINK DIFFERENT

Henry Ford once said, “Whether you think you can, or you 
think you can’t—you’re right.” So much of what we are able 
to accomplish comes down to our mindset. If we believe we 
can do something, we will; if we believe we can’t, we won’t.

What beliefs are preventing you from acting on your ideas? 
The first step in overcoming this type of a barrier (real or 
imaginary) is to identify it and figure out why it’s there. 
(Hint: it may be a habit.) Once you do, you can shift your 
thinking and adjust your perspective in order to change the 
belief—or at least navigate around it.

The keys are to focus on what you can change (not what you 
can’t) and to develop the confidence in yourself to believe 
that you can overcome anything. You only need to decide 
that you want to act on your idea; use your passion to drive 
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you forward and then figure out the set of steps that will 
lead you there.

Potential Barrier: Money

If you can’t see a way to take action on your idea because 
you think it requires more money than you have, get cre-
ative. Think outside the box. What could you do with the 
money you do have? What could you do with no money at 
all? Could you ask a friend for help or barter your services? 
Is there something you could do to generate the money 
you think you need? Instead of thinking about this as a 
barrier, try to see it as a challenge or a puzzle—one that you 
are totally capable of solving. It also pays to calculate the 
exact amount of money you really need. Chances are, it’s a 
lot less than you think.

Potential Barrier: Time

If you’re finding that you’re not taking action because you 
think you don’t have enough time, take a page from Kay Can-
non’s playbook and break everything down into components 
so small that you do have enough time to act on at least one. 
In other words, make it so that the barrier no longer applies. 
What could you do right now? What could you complete in 
the next five minutes? Don’t ever underestimate the power 
of taking action, no matter how small the next step might 
be. After all, you don’t know yet how taking this one tiny 
step will create the momentum—the Surge—you need to 
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tackle the rest. Whatever you do, do not wait to act until 
you have a big open stretch of time in front of you because 
it may never come, or if it does, it might be too late.

Potential Barrier: Getting Started

If you’re not acting because you can’t decide where to start, 
know that there’s more than one right way to take action on 
any given idea. In fact, there are an infinite number of pos-
sible ways, and whichever one you choose next will be right. 
You don’t even have to start at the beginning. Pick anything 
that feels exciting to do right now. Then do it, learn from 
it, course correct if necessary, and then act again. In other 
words, do like airplane pilots do. They’re on course only a 
small fraction of the time that they’re in the air. Most of the 
time, they’re course correcting based on new information 
they gather while in flight. No pilot could ever predict all 
the steps she would need to take from the ground. Pilots 
have to continuously take action, from takeoff until landing, 
and adjust as they go. Speaking of course correcting, you 
may also need to implement this maneuver if you’re no 
longer feeling interested in your idea. In that case, course 
correcting may lead you to make some big changes or to 
shelve the idea in its entirety. And that’s OK, as long as you’re 
still taking action on something.
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Getting to oui
Hapsatou Sy was running a successful beauty salon in 

France when she decided she wanted to expand into a 

second location. Unfortunately, the banks didn’t share 

her enthusiasm, and she was unable to procure the 

funding she needed. Instead of giving up, Sy decided to 

take a different approach; she presold her services online. 

As a result, she made €40,000 in eight days—more than 

enough to fulfill her dream of opening a second salon.

Courting Airbnb
Nina Mufleh wanted a job at Airbnb, so she applied for 

every open position listed on the website, but she couldn’t 

get an interview. After receiving numerous rejections, she 

was worried that she would never have the opportunity to 

work there. Then she asked herself, “What would I do if I 

already had the job?” She decided to think differently, and 

as a result, she created the strategy for how Airbnb could 

expand into Turkey—a location she already knew a lot about.

She published a website that detailed her ideas and 

tweeted it to Airbnb’s Ceo. Within minutes, she received 

a response asking her to come in for an interview. Fol-

lowing that, she received that coveted job offer, but she 

garnered so much publicity from that one tweet that she 

ended up landing an even better job at another company.
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GAIN A NEW PERSPECTIVE

Just because you perceive a barrier blocking your progress 
doesn’t mean everyone else does. In this way, we often get 
stuck in our own heads. To escape, ask friends or colleagues 
how they would solve the problem, whom they would ask 
for help, and what their first step might be. They won’t see 
the world in the same way that you do—they haven’t had the 
same life experiences that you’ve had—which means they 
bring with them the benefit of entirely new perspectives.

Speaking of different perspectives, in his TED Talk—and 
in his book, The Art of Possibility—Benjamin Zander tells a 
story about two salesmen who went to Africa in the 1900s 
to identify opportunities to sell shoes. Each sent a telegram 
back to Manchester with findings. The first salesman wrote, 

“Situation hopeless. Stop. They don’t wear shoes.” The second 
wrote, “Glorious opportunity. They don’t have any shoes 
yet.” Same situation, different points of view leading to 
extremely different results.24

What do you see when you look at your ideas: dead ends or 
possibilities? It’s a choice. But you don’t necessarily need to 
have a perpetually optimistic attitude in order to get good 
at taking action. You just have to have an intent. In another 
TED Talk, Astro Teller, head of X (formerly Google X), talked 
about moon shots: “Great dreams aren’t just visions,” he said. 

“They’re visions coupled to strategies for making them real.” 
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In his “moon shot factory,” Teller and his team try to solve 
huge problems by actively poking holes in them. (Remem-
ber what we discussed earlier about the benefit of dissent? 
It can fuel creativity.) “Enthusiastic skepticism isn’t the 
enemy of boundless optimism,” Teller said. “It’s optimism’s 
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perfect partner.”25 Venture capital firms go through a similar 
process when they “red team” an idea, which simply means 
intentionally trying to kill it so they can test its strength 
and identify potential issues before they become problems.

FACE YOUR FEARS OF FAILING

You may find that setting the stage to take action on some-
thing that matters to you triggers a whole host of fears you 
didn’t know you had—fears around things such as inade-
quacies, unworthiness, change, and failure. You may find 
yourself thinking that if your idea was good, then it would 
have already been done before—by someone smarter, better, 
wiser, richer, or [fill in the blank-er] than you are. Most fears 
fall into two camps: fear of the unknown or, as is the case 
for failure, fear of public reprisal.

From an evolutionary perspective, we’re born to fear things 
like snakes, loud noises, the dark, and being ostracized by our 
tribes because back in the day, these things threatened our 
survival. Today, being ostracized rarely results in physical 
harm, but we still crave belonging as if its opposite means 
death. The fact that so much of what we do now is made 
public through social media only makes the fear that much 
more intense.

Our mistakes are now being broadcast globally. And as a 
society, we don’t value mistakes at all. We strive to color 
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inside the lines, be neat, remain quiet, and follow the rules. 
Traditional schooling teaches us that in order to get that A+, 
we have to recite correct answers back to people who already 
know them. We don’t get rewarded for thinking differently, 
asking tough questions, or discovering new information. 
Most of us were never encouraged to make messes, try new 
things, explore, or fail. Therefore, we have no idea that this 
is a normal and necessary part of the learning process. We 
don’t know that if we fall, we can easily get back up again. 
As a result, we tend to believe that failure is permanent—that 
if we do something wrong, if we don’t get that A or that gold 
sticker, we’ll be a failure forever. And that’s simply not true.

From Welfare to Wizardry
Joanne (aka J. K.) Rowling had the idea for Harry Potter 

while on a delayed train traveling from Manchester to 

King’s Cross Station, London, in 1990. Three years later, 

divorced and with her young daughter in tow, Rowling 

arrived in edinburgh with the first three chapters of 

Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone in her suit-

case. She was jobless, penniless, and feeling utterly 

despondent. “An exceptionally short-lived marriage 

had imploded, and I was jobless, a lone parent, and as 

poor as it is possible to be in modern Britain, without 

being homeless,” Rowling said during a 2008 Harvard 

University commencement speech. “By every usual 
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standard, I was the biggest failure I knew.” However, 

she continued to write every chance she got until she 

finished the manuscript. After receiving rejections from 

all the major publishing houses, Rowling finally got a 

“yes.” It just so happened that the chairman of Blooms-

bury brought a chapter of the book home one evening, 

and instead of reading it himself, he handed it off to his 

eight-year-old daughter, Alice, who fell in love with the 

story and begged her father to publish the book so she 

could find out what happened to the characters next. 

He did, and today, the Harry Potter franchise is worth 

an estimated $15 billion.

Never Gonna Give You Up
After years of development and three prior canceled 

launches, SpaceX’s Falcon 1 rocket soared into the sky 

on August 2, 2008, only to be lost in the first-stage 

burn. The press was in a tizzy waiting for founder and 

Ceo elon Musk to emerge from his trailer and address 

the failure. He did—but not to them. Musk went straight 

to where his employees were standing and spoke to 

them from the heart: he said it was indeed a setback 

and that was oK because what they accomplished was 

still amazing. At the end of what was an action-inspiring 

statement, Musk said, “There should be absolutely zero 

question that SpaceX will prevail in reaching orbit and 
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demonstrating reliable space transport. For my part, 

I will never give up and I mean never.” The team was 

so moved to take action that they let go of the failure 

and went on to diagnose what went wrong during the 

launch, and they fixed it significantly faster than the 

industry standard.

ACTIVITY
Stanford professor Tina Seelig requires her students to 

write a failure résumé: a detailed summary of every one 

of their biggest personal, professional, and academic 

screw-ups as well as a description of what they learned 

from each so-called failure. While the process can be 

challenging, it forces you to face your mistakes and to 

let them go, emphasizing the valuable lessons learned 

instead. So take some time to craft your own failure 

résumé. You may be surprised to see how important 

your failures have been to subsequent successes. Seelig 

isn’t the only one who believes that if you’re not fail-

ing regularly, then you’re not taking enough action or 

enough risks. Failing shows that you’re reaching beyond 

your comfort zone and expanding yourself to learn new 

things. Furthermore, researchers have found that the 

failure-success ratio remains relatively constant, so if 

you want to succeed more, you must also be willing to 

fail more. The two go hand in hand.
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OWN YOUR CREATIVITY

In his TED Talk, Sir Ken Robinson told the story of a six-
year-old girl in the back row of a drawing class. During 
that particular lesson, she was extrafocused. Curious, her 
teacher walked over and asked what she was drawing. The 
girl said, “I’m drawing a picture of God.”

The teacher said, “But nobody knows what God looks like.”

The girl replied, “They will in a minute.”26

Everyone is capable of taking action, and everyone is capable 
of doing so in confident and creative ways. Too often, we box 
ourselves into these roles that limit our capabilities. Author, 
scholar, and public speaker Brené Brown discusses what she 
refers to as “creativity scars,” which are the result of emotion-
ally charged incidents from our childhood where we were 
told we were not good at creative pursuits and, therefore, 
should stick with analytical ones. As adults, we use these 
scars to justify our beliefs that we’re not creative people.27

It’s as if we assume that there’s this binary switch that flips 
at birth that deems us creatives or not. But that’s not how it 
works. Like any other personality trait, creativity is learned 
and grows with use. In the book Creative Confidence, David 
Kelley—who is the founder of Stanford’s Hasso Plattner 
Institute of Design (aka the d.school) and IDEO, an interna-
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tional human-centered design firm—and his brother Tom 
write, “Everybody is the creative type.”28

Mop Miracle
divorced mother of three and Jane-of-all-trades, Joy Man-

gano had been frustrated for years with ordinary mops. 

They simply didn’t work as well as she wanted them to. 

Instead of settling for a subpar solution because that’s all 

that was available, Mangano got creative. She spent the 

next two years developing a new Miracle Mop that not 

only absorbed more than a typical mop but also featured 

handless wringing, thereby solving two of the biggest 

problems inherent in the mops on the market at the time.

Using her own savings, she created a prototype and had 

one hundred of them made. With her children helping to 

fill orders, Mangano managed to sell a few thousand of 

the mops that first year. She then successfully pitched 

the product to QVC, but it didn’t sell very well—that is, 

until Mangano appeared on the broadcast. By being her 

authentic self, she was able to sell more than eighteen 

thousand mops during her very first TV appearance. She 

has since sold millions of mops and gone on to invent 

and sell other creative takes on household solutions. 

In 2009, she made it onto Fast Company’s “100 Most 

Creative People in Business” list.
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Creativity is simply the ability to use one’s imagination to 
do or think about things differently. Psychologist Joy Paul 
Guilford coined the terms convergent and divergent think-
ing.29 Convergent (aka reductive) thinking is what most of 
us were taught to do in school: sorting through data in order 
to generate the correct answer to a question or problem 
for which the answer already exists. This type of thinking 
prioritizes speed, accuracy, and logic. Divergent (aka expan-
sive) thinking, on the other hand, happens spontaneously 
with the creative exploration of many possible ideas or 
solutions in a short time frame. In this case, unexpected 
connections are often drawn from disparate thoughts. Each 
type of thinking is beneficial in its own right, and the two 
actually work very well in sequence (divergent or expansive 
thinking followed by convergent or reductive thinking). 
However, most of us could use an extra dose of the former 
every now and again.
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Suckers
A nightclub in a residential neighborhood in Amsterdam 

was having a hard time convincing its patrons to keep 

their voices down as they were leaving the club, much 

to the frustration of their neighbors. The club staff hung 

polite signs, hired more bouncers to shush the crowds 

as they exited, and even experimented with hiking up 

drink prices to discourage their clientele from drinking 

more as the night went on. They were acting, but noth-

ing was working.

There were so many noise complaints that the city threat-

ened to shut down the club, which meant it was time 

to get creative. one employee considered the problem 

from a different angle: in order to talk and yell, people 

needed to use their mouths. How else might people 
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occupy their mouths? They could eat candy! The club 

started handing out lollipops to everyone as they exited. 

Voilà! Instead of making noise, the guests were all busy 

sucking on their lollipops. The neighbors were thrilled, 

and that club is still open and doing very well.

Author and entrepreneur Seth Godin says his whole job is 
about noticing things; that is the source of his creativity.30 In 
other words, he follows his curiosity. To expand your creative 
capacity, do like Godin does: explore your surroundings, take 
different approaches, notice what’s going on around you. 
This will improve your creative confidence so that when 
you’re identifying actions to take on an idea or navigating 
an obstacle that’s blocking your progress, you’ll have plenty 
of creative horsepower from which to draw.

ACTIVITY
To see how noticing things can help expand your cre-

ative capacity, look up from this book and take a look 

around. Find two things that aren’t obviously related to 

each other (e.g., an owl statue on someone’s roof and 

a lamppost) and write them down. Next, write down all 

of the ways they are similar (e.g., an owl statue is like a 

lamppost because…) and different (e.g., an owl statue is 

nothing like a lamppost because…). Finally, mash them 

together to come up with at least one new way you could 
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use both of these things together to form something new 

(e.g., a glow-in-the-dark owl statue that repels seagulls 

and casts enough light for pedestrians to see clearly).
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Passport to Creativity
A young man wanted to work for a creative agency in 

New York City, but he didn’t want to go the traditional, 

tired route of finding and applying for jobs online. Instead, 

he took action in a different way—in a way that better 

aligned with his personality and his end game. He turned 

his résumé into a document that from the outside looked 

like a US passport. Then he scattered dozens of them all 

over the city. People picked them up, thinking someone 

had dropped his important document, and were surprised 

to find not stamps but details of the man’s creative work 

inside. eventually, his “passport” made its way into the 

hands of a prominent creative director who hired him.

It’s All Good
College student Graham Allgood wanted to land a summer 

internship at Horizon Media, a New York-based advertising 

agency. The only problem was that despite his multiple 

creative attempts to get the company’s attention, Horizon 

Media wasn’t interested in taking him on as a summer 

intern. That’s when he took a more action-oriented 

approach: he designed a custom Snapchat geofilter 

that incorporated the agency’s logo and headquarters. 

once his illustration was live, he tweeted it to the agency. 

Hours later, the company replied (on Snapchat, of course), 

requesting that he come in for an interview, which even-

tually landed him a paid summer social media internship.
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PLAY TO YOUR STRENGTHS

You’re already really great at taking action in at least one 
area of your life. We all are. Your strengths could be in taking 
action at work, in relationships, when taking care of your 
pets, or for a hobby. And you can use that success to make 
taking action in other areas a lot easier.

ACTIVITY
Take a moment to consider where in your life you already 

take action. In what areas do you not hold yourself 

back with worry or doubt? Where do you automat-

ically default to action instead of overanalyzing and 

overthinking? Remember, there’s no action too small. If 

you love to cook, you’re probably an action-taking rock 

star in the kitchen. You wouldn’t avoid trying out a new 

recipe because you were too afraid that it wouldn’t turn 

out perfectly, would you? No, you’d go for it. You’d act. 

Jot down at least one area of your life in which taking 

action is easy.
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Next, let’s figure out why taking action in that particular 

area is easy. Is it because you’re surrounded by other 

people? Is it because you’ve been doing it for such a 

long time? Is it because you’ve gone to school to learn 

exactly how to do it? Whatever your individual reasons 

are for acting in that specific area of your life, jot those 

down, too. Quick, whatever comes to mind.

Now that you have written down at least one area in your 
life where you’re already successfully taking action and 
at least one reason for why taking action in that area feels 
easy, you can apply this information to help make it easier 
to take action on a new idea. And don’t limit your ideas: if 
you attribute your action-taking tendency to going to school, 
you don’t necessarily need to go to school again in order to 
have the same action-taking confidence in another domain, 
although you could. You could also hire a tutor, find some 
really great books, or attend a meetup on the topic. The 
possibilities are endless.
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BE THE ONE TO ACT

There’s a social psychological phenomenon called the 
bystander effect (aka bystander apathy) that refers to sit-
uations in which people don’t act when other people are 
present who could. In fact, researchers have found that the 
probability of acting is inversely related to the number of 
bystanders who are present.31 While much of the research 
that’s been done on this phenomenon centers on helping 
someone who’s hurt, the same principle applies to all forms 
of action. If we believe that someone else is going to step 
in and do something, we feel less responsibility—less com-
pulsion—to act. But that doesn’t have to be the case. Being 
aware of our bias toward diffusing responsibility can help 
us to shift our own behavior.
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Over the course of our combined corporate careers, we’ve 
attended thousands of meetings, and we have heard many 
people say something to the effect of “Wow, someone should 
really do something about that” or “This could be done so 
much better.” (You probably have as well.) But rarely does the 
speaker actually take the personal responsibility to act on it. 
After all, there are other people who could just as easily do it.

There are organizations out there that actually build per-
sonal accountability into their culture and core values to 
counteract the bystander effect (we’ve included a great 
example in the chapter on accountability later in this book), 
but you don’t need to wait for a company—or community—
initiative to go into effect to take responsibility. You simply 
must decide that you will always be the one to act. Make 
it an intent. Then follow through, whether it’s at your kid’s 
little league game or a board meeting. After all, this “pick 
yourself” attitude is beneficial in any situation.

Snap, Crackle, Popcorn
Marlo wanted to create a national popcorn day, so he 

searched the Internet to find the best way to petition for 

a new national holiday. He quickly learned that all the 

information pertaining to national days was scattered 

across many different sites and there was no consistency 

from one to another. He thought, Someone really ought 
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to govern this. Then realizing that no one else was going 

to, he decided to do it himself. He registered national-

daycalendar.com and started indexing all national days 

that existed up to that point. He also created a verified 

process for approving new national day requests. Today, 

he charges people to add new holidays, and his site has 

been featured on numerous television shows, including 

Conan, The Ellen DeGeneres Show, the TODAY show, Fox 

& Friends, and Good Morning America.

The Story of Wikipedia
In the 1990s, Microsoft was the titan of the technol-

ogy industry. everyone wanted to be like Microsoft 

because the company was booming. In an effort to 

stay on top, Microsoft started diversifying, and one of 

its diversification endeavors was to create the world’s 

best encyclopedia. The company invested a lot of money 

into the project, put their best engineers on the job, 

poached university faculty from top-tier institutions 

across the planet, and began work on the encyclopedia.

Around this same time, Jimmy Wales and Larry Sanger 

embarked on a similar mission to create the world’s 

best encyclopedia, but they went about it in a slightly 

different way. They announced their intent and then 

asked for help from their community.
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Microsoft created encarta. Jimmy and Larry created 

Wikipedia. 

Microsoft was the powerhouse that had everything it 

needed to be successful. But Jimmy and Larry picked 

themselves and were better for it.

SETTING YOUR ENVIRONMENT UP FOR SUCCESS

TAILOR YOUR ENVIRONMENT

Our environment, which includes our physical surroundings 
as well as the people with whom we interact, plays a big role 
in our ability to successfully take action on our ideas. As 
the late entrepreneur and motivational speaker Jim Rohn 
said, “You are the average of the five people you spend the 
most time with.” He was talking about everything from your 
personality and the way you think about the world to your 
eating habits and your finances.32 Take a few minutes to 
think about your circle. Who are the five people closest to 
you? Do you admire and respect the way they live? Are they 
people with whom you want to grow and learn? Are they 
taking action on their ideas, or are they apathetic, lethargic, 
and passive?

There’s no right or wrong way to be in this world, and we’re 
not saying that people who aren’t action oriented are less 
than those who are. However, we are saying that if you 
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want to take action on your ideas—if you want to be action 
oriented—it’s a lot easier if you surround yourself with other 
people who value that, too. They can support you, encour-
age you, and (as we’ll discuss more in a later chapter) hold 
you accountable.

Curious as to who in your life will be supportive of your 
desire to act? Next time someone asks you, “How was your 
weekend?” skip the small talk and dive into all of the things 
you’re working on—all of the action you’re taking on your 
ideas. Talk about something you’re struggling with or some-
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thing you might need help completing. The reaction you 
receive will most likely fall into one of two categories: either 
your conversation partner will glaze over or dismiss what 
you said, or she will light up and be excited, supportive, eager, 
and curious to hear more. Look out for those conversation 
partners who fall into the latter group; they’re special. Spend 
some more time with them.

A C T I O N  S U R G E  P R I N C I P L E

Keep your friends close and your action-oriented friends closer.

If you’d like to connect with more action-oriented people, 
start acting. They’re out there, and by taking action on your 
ideas, you’re bound to find more people who are taking 
action on theirs. Plus, when you find one action-oriented 
person with whom you connect, she can lead you to others. 
Remember, that action-oriented person is also the average 
of her closest friends. Reach out. Start a meetup or a group, 
connect with someone you admire through social media, 
or join a club. It’s a slow roll until you find yourself in an 
entirely new social circle full of really interesting, action-ori-
ented people. You may even end up rubbing shoulders with 
your idols.

That’s actually how we three authors found one another. And 
as a result of taking action on this material together, we’ve 
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had some amazing experiences and great conversations 
with people we really admire, such as author Adam Grant 
and Shark Tank investor Barbara Corcoran. We would never 
have met one another—or them—had we not set out on our 
own action-taking journeys.

Inspire and Encourage Others

You can use your own Surging powers to help other people 
tap into their creativity and set the stage for a Surge of their 
own, thereby widening your circle of action-oriented friends. 
And that benefits everyone involved. One of the best ways 
that you can improve yourself is by helping others improve. 
You could start by introducing the people in your social and 
professional circles to the things that interest you. Talk about 
the experiences you’re having, the things you’re learning, 
and the ideas you’re acting on. You can help others unlock 
their creativity by spurring their imagination or sharing 
your passion. Once you see that spark in someone else’s 
eyes, fan it by genuinely being interested. Ask questions to 
find out why she is curious about this particular topic and 
what taking action in this area could mean. Then encourage 
and support your new action-taking friend’s excitement.

There’s a rule in improv that prevents an actor from shutting 
down or dismissing another actor’s story line. No matter 
where someone decides to take the scene, everyone else must 
acknowledge what has happened, only adding something 
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new by using the phrase, “Yes, and…” This takes some time 
to learn because most of us are accustomed to using—and 
hearing—the words “no” and “but,” which are both respon-
sible for a lot of shutdowns and dismissals. The world has 
probably missed out on a lot of great ideas because people 
were too afraid to voice them for fear of being ridiculed. 
Next time you want to encourage someone to share ideas 
and interests, try, “Yes, and…” You’ll be amazed at how much 
more open and nurturing the environment becomes. Plus, 
the more diverse ideas and steps you can generate, the more 
you’ll have to build on and choose between when it comes 
time to take action.

Shake Things Up

If you spend a typical workweek in a stuffy office environ-
ment with headache-inducing fluorescents, spend Saturday 
in the woods or at a street festival. If your work environment 
is loud and boisterous, throw on a pair of noise-cancel-
ing headphones and shut the sound out for a few hours 
between meetings. In other words, shake things up and 
get out of your normal environment, especially if you’re 
feeling cramped or stifled.

This advice applies to more than your work routine. If you 
go to the same coffee shop every morning or drive the same 
route home from work, choose another one. Many of our 
opportunities for action and connection come from new 
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experiences, even ones we may not immediately perceive 
as positive. And new experiences are hard to come by if 
we’re always following the same routine and interacting 
with the same people.

Virgin Voyage
Richard Branson and his future wife, Joan, were on their 

way to Puerto Rico when a canceled flight left them and 

hundreds of other passengers stranded. To remedy the 

situation, Branson hired a charter plane, divided the cost 

by the number of passengers, and charged everyone $39 

to rebook their flight through him. He could have done 

nothing and waited for the airline to find another flight, 

but he took action instead. It was this experience that led 

Branson to found Virgin Airlines just a few months later.

Mr. Rohde’s Wild Ride
Joe Rohde was on safari in Kenya when he was able to 

get up close to the “Big Five” (the African lion, African 

elephant, Cape buffalo, African leopard, and the white 

or black rhinoceros). He was so inspired by his experi-

ence with the animals in their natural habitats that he 

came back to the States and set to work creating an 

animal park that would be unlike any zoo in the country. 

Unfortunately, the disney board wasn’t as enthralled 
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with the idea as Rohde was. In fact, they turned down 

his pitch twice before Rohde took a more action-based 

approach. Instead of trying to convince the board of the 

impact of seeing live animals up close through videos, 

testimonials, and market research data, he went with 

the real thing. When the board reconvened for the third 

time, Rohde walked into the room with a Bengal tiger. 

Impressed, the board approved Rohde’s request and 

disney’s Animal Kingdom was born.

When the team behind marketing software company Hub-
Spot set out to develop their headquarters in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, they knew they wanted to create an envi-
ronment that supported their company’s culture—one that 
encouraged collaboration, communication, and the explo-
ration of new ideas. There are no offices at HubSpot; not 
even the founders are behind closed doors. And every so 
often, they reassign the seating based on a random selection 
process to ensure everyone has the benefit of connecting 
with and learning from different people.33 It turns out that 
musical chairs might be a more meaningful exercise than 
we originally thought.

GO FOR PEAK ENERGY

You know the difference between those moments when you 
are on fire—at peak energy, ready and excited to Surge ahead 
on anything—and those moments when all you’re ready for 
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is a nap. There are a lot of things you can do to manage your 
energy for success, and they all start with setting a good 
foundation, which includes getting enough sleep at night 
and enough fresh air, water, and nutrients during the day.

Once you have your physical foundation set, begin paying 
attention to your surroundings (beyond simply shaking 
things up) in order to identify exactly how they are impact-
ing your energy levels. And that includes everything you 
see, smell, taste, touch, and hear. You could even start an 
energy journal or jot down notes about your energy levels 
throughout the day. You may find yourself completely 
invigorated as you’re heading to work but sluggish during 
after-lunch meetings. You may be a morning person who 
has bursts of creative energy as soon as your feet hit the 
floor, or you may prefer to take action after the sun sets. 
Maybe the smell of ground coffee beans perks you up, or 
maybe the hustle and bustle of commuters on the train 
makes you feel alive.

Everyone is different. And once you know your energetic 
peaks and valleys, you can take advantage of them. Don’t try 
to act on something that’s important to you from a place of 
low energy and motivation. You’re not going to be able to 
do your best work there. Instead, take a moment to evaluate 
what’s going on around you to see what you could change 
to improve your energy level. Then act.
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Movement and Posture

There’s another surefire way to hike up your energy on 
the spot, and that’s with caffeine. Just kidding—it’s with 
physical activity. While a cup of coffee may help you make 
it through the afternoon slump without, well, slumping, 
getting your body up and moving will help drastically boost 
energy levels as well as improve learning, memory, and 
creativity in the long term.

A C T I O N  S U R G E  P R I N C I P L E

High energy levels lead to more action.

Next time you’re hunched over your desk, head and shoul-
ders down, feeling sluggish and tired, do some jumping 
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jacks, take a walk, run up the stairs, or jog in place. You 
don’t need to finish first in a triathlon or even take a class 
at your local gym, although you certainly could; this can be 
another small, easy step you can do wherever you are. Even 
focused deep breathing will give you a boost. These types of 
activities can do wonders for the mental energy you need 
to take action on your ideas. When you get back to your 
desk, you’ll notice you’re sitting a bit straighter, with your 
head held high and your chest out. This is the posture of 
someone who’s excited to act.

You may also notice yourself smiling, which is a powerful 
tool for connection and improving one’s own state of being. 
Psychologist Paul Ekman has done an extensive amount of 
research on facial expressions, and he found that the smile 
was universal across all cultures and societies. Plus, adopting 
a smile—one that involves the facial muscles around the 
eyes—improves your mood and the moods of those people 
around you.34

ACTIVITY
Test out the different body postures for yourself. Slump 

over, hang your head, and hunch your shoulders. Assume 

the posture and expression of someone who’s tired and 

maybe even a little depressed. How do you feel? Tired 

and maybe even a little depressed? Now shift in your 
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chair so that your feet are planted firmly on the ground, 

your back is straight, your head is high, and you’re smil-

ing. How do you feel? Ready and poised to act? even 

just a simple shift from slouched to straight can make 

a big difference in the way you feel.

This is one of the reasons many people are opting for stand-
ing desks or sitting on medicine balls at the office these 
days. They’ve noticed a difference in their productivity and 
energy levels because their stance is poised to act.

Prepare for a Marathon

In order to successfully manage your energy levels for suc-
cess, you must take breaks. This is a marathon, not a sprint. 
You’re bound to burn out if you don’t conserve your energy 
at times. The Action Surge Blueprint will help you determine 
when to Surge and when to rest.
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Training yourself to take action requires giving yourself 
permission to act and then acting, focusing, and simplifying. 
Too many of us wait for someone else to tell us that it’s OK 
to do something before we do it. You don’t need anyone else 
to tell you what’s right for you. Give yourself permission—
right now. Then follow through.

A C T I O N  S U R G E  P R I N C I P L E

Give yourself permission to take action on the ideas that matter.

Are you ready to Surge? You now have everything you need 
to learn the Action Surge Blueprint. This deceptively simple 
methodology will help you Surge ahead on an idea any time 
you want. Let’s go!
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C H A P T E R  3

THE PROCESS
So far, we’ve discussed how taking action actually improves 
our neural pathways, the fact that all action can be broken 
down into a sequence of progressive steps, and that every 
idea deserves to be explored. You’ve also learned the benefits 
of taking action, the downsides of inaction, and all of the 
things you can do for yourself—internally and externally—
to set the stage for an Action Surge. Now it’s time to learn 
the Action Surge Blueprint, which takes everything we’ve 
covered and melds it into an intuitive and fun flow that 
you’ll be able to use to make taking action a new way of life.

GO SOLO OR WITH A GROUP

The Blueprint (which you’ll find in workbook form at the 
end of this book) is made up of ten steps that will guide 
you through three phases: Idea Refining, Actionstorming, 
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and Action Planning. (Not coincidently, these are the chap-
ter titles for our next three chapters.) As you complete the 
process, you’ll refine an idea of yours into its core essence, 
generate dozens of potential Action Items, use those Action 
Items to create a comprehensive Action Plan, and develop an 
accountability strategy that will keep you moving forward. 
In other words, the Blueprint has everything you need to 
Surge ahead on any idea from conception to success.

In the next few chapters, we’ll take you through all of the 
instructions and explain each Blueprint step in detail, as 
well as how it relates to the science we discussed earlier 
in this book, so you have a clear picture of the process as a 
whole. From there, you’ll be able to successfully complete 
the Blueprint by yourself (using the solo version) or with a 
group. (We’re going to walk you through the group version 
here, but its core is the same in the solo version.)

While you have everything you need to take action on your 
ideas, we’ve found that a group can amplify your abilities and 
thus your momentum. Based on everything we’ve discussed 
thus far, it should come as no surprise that collaboration can 
really improve results. (Remember the two shoe salesmen 
who thought entirely differently about their trip to Africa? 
Different perspectives can be a game changer. No one sees 
the world in the exact way you do, and this is a great opportu-
nity to use that fact to your advantage.) Additionally, talking 
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about your ideas with others can help you to simplify your 
idea down to its most fundamental essence. Plus, getting 
other people’s perspectives on your idea can not only increase 
your list of potential Action Items, but it can also improve 
your idea because you get immediate feedback, insights, and 
cross-pollination. You never know what your idea might spark 
in another, or what someone else’s idea might spark in you.

PEAK ENERGY

Remember the importance of reaching peak energy? Well, 
each step in the Blueprint is timed to keep energy and 
momentum up, and no step will take you longer than sev-
eral minutes to complete. Time bounding the steps in this 
way helps improve productivity and accountability and 
keeps you feeling engaged. To avoid the sedentary slump 
(that tired, sluggish feeling you had when your posture 
was hunched and slumped), we incorporate physical move-
ment—such as dancing or jumping jacks—at key moments 
of the Blueprint. That way, when you move on to the next 
step, all that great energy you’ve built will come pouring 
down your arms, through your hand, into your pen, and 
out onto paper in the form of awesome Action Items. Your 
pen won’t be able to move fast enough. (This is an entirely 
different experience than completing the activity while 
remaining seated. In that case, people often look around the 
room, shrug, and think, Well, I don’t know. What should I put?)
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If possible, remain standing up and moving around for as 
much of the Blueprint as you can. Use this opportunity to 
notice your surroundings and use what you see to further 
fuel your creativity. Also, actually use a pen/pencil and paper. 
We’ve found the act of physically writing as opposed to 
typing helps integrate the plan into your mind and body. 
In this way, you can feel the energy flowing through you.

THE SEQUENCE

As you go through the Blueprint, you’ll notice that each 
step will lead you right into the next, and we’ve provided 
prompts to help you seamlessly move through them all. This 
sequence of steps is strategic to ensure that momentum 
automatically builds as you transform your idea into a series 
of Action Items that will help you Surge ahead. Some of the 
questions may appear simple, but we’ve designed them to 
be that way to help you spend less time interpreting their 
meaning and more time answering. The first answers you 
give are almost always the best ones. Try not to overthink; 
let your thoughts flow freely without censoring them.

THE ROLES

idEa OwnEr: The person whose idea you are taking through 
the steps.

actiOnEErS: The people who are helping the Idea Owner Surge 
her idea forward.
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If you go the small-group route, one person is the Idea Owner 
for each round—she is responsible for sharing an idea. The 
other people act as Actioneers. Their role includes support-
ing the Idea Owner through the process, asking questions to 
understand the motivators, and helping to generate potential 
Action Items. The entire group takes one idea through the 
Blueprint at a time and then switches roles so everyone in 
the group has the opportunity to be the Idea Owner and to 
discuss her idea.

THE IDEA OWNER

In earlier chapters, we talked about the many challenges 
and barriers individuals must overcome in order to act on 
an idea. The Blueprint process helps alleviate these obsta-
cles by setting the stage for you as the Idea Owner to share 
your idea with others who will help you construct it into an 
actionable Idea Statement. Here, you’ll get to share your idea 
with an audience that is intentionally there to hear it. Thus 
when you’re playing this role, you must provide as much 
detail as possible and be very specific and honest about 
your idea and your passion for taking action on it. This is 
your opportunity to pave an action path for your idea. All 
of the science behind what makes us take action and not 
take action is built into this role.

THE ACTIONEERS

As an Actioneer, you’ll have the opportunity to learn the 
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process and further develop your own action muscle. This 
role is critical to the success of the Idea Owner because you 
bring the creativity of a different perspective. While the Idea 
Owner can take action on her own, the Actioneers offer that 
little bit of extra magic in the form of new insights, new 
means of obtaining resources, and new ways of approaching 
barriers. The Actioneer role not only focuses on the internal 
aspects of setting the stage for a Surge of action but also the 
external ones, so remain aware of the environment as well 
as the idea that’s being discussed. Encourage peak energy 
from all participants.

When you’re an Actioneer, you get to help others unlock their 
ideas. That moment when you see them light up because 
they now know that what they want to make happen is 
actually possible is a rewarding experience. But don’t take 
our word for it. Try it and tell us if you think it’s anything 
less than amazing.

No matter which role you’re playing, keep an open and 
playful mind. Give it all you got, stretch yourself, and have 
fun. The process doesn’t take a lot of time, but jumping in 
with both feet will make a difference. Also, do your best to 
remain open to all of the possibilities without becoming 
attached to one particular outcome. In other words, show 
up and be present with an idea you feel excited about acting 
on. The Blueprint will guide you through the rest.
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C H A P T E R  4

IDEA REFINING
There are four steps in the Idea Refining phase of the Action 
Surge Blueprint (Blueprint). For the sake of simplicity, we’re 
going to walk you through all of the steps in this process 
as if you’re the Idea Owner in a small group, but we’ll also 
provide you with enough detail to ensure you know what 
to do as the Actioneer and how to complete the process solo.

STEP 1: INTRODUCE THE IDEA

The Blueprint begins with the selection and sharing of 
an idea. Remember how many ideas you generated at the 
beginning of this book? Well, this step will help you focus 
on just one to start. (However, you can take as many ideas 
through the Blueprint as you wish. Typically, after the first 
go-round, you’ll be fluent enough in the process to complete 
it on a whim.) After the Idea Owner tells her idea to the 
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group, everyone writes, draws, or diagrams the idea as they 
understand it onto a document we’ve provided called the 
Idea Key. Don’t worry if an idea is still somewhat nebulous 
or unspecific at this point. The purpose of the Idea Refin-
ing phase is to take what may be a vague or unclear idea 
and transform it into one that includes specific direction 
and context.

STEP 2: UNCOVER THE PASSION

To successfully refine an idea, you must first understand 
why you want to bring this idea to life. As we mentioned 
in the chapter about making internal changes to overcome 
barriers, the more clear the passion for an idea is, the less 
likely a barrier will seem like a barrier at all. Rather, it will 
be a small hurdle that you’ll jump on your way to bringing 
your idea to life. The Actioneers will help by asking ques-
tions such as, “What led you to this idea?,” “Why are you 
passionate about this idea?,” or “What might happen if you 
didn’t act on your idea?”

STEP 3: RESTATE THE IDEA

In step three, the Actioneers tell the Idea Owner what they 
heard during the previous step. They may be able to pick 
up on changes in the Idea Owner’s voice or body language 
that indicate where her passions truly lie. Plus, when you 
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hear back what you said from someone else, it can help 
boost your confidence because now others understand your 
idea. They get it, and now you know for sure that it’s an idea 
worth Surging ahead on, which can eliminate a whole host 
of the fears we discussed earlier. (If you’re going solo, you’ll 
skip this step.)

STEP 4: CONSTRUCT THE IDEA STATEMENT

Remember the common barrier of not knowing where to 
start? Well, this step demolishes it because the group collec-
tively works to define that starting point. We ask everyone 
to write the refined Idea Statement down on the Idea Key so 
that it’s no longer just a notion floating around in someone’s 
head. Now it’s real, and there’s an unconscious element 
of accountability that takes place when you commit your 
ideas to paper. (If you want to draw or diagram it, that’s 
encouraged, too.) Your Idea Statement—this clear, specific, 
detailed, and succinct statement—will become the anchor 
for the rest of the process. The best statements, constructed 
in this manner, drive the best results in later steps.

As an example, when one of our Idea Owners went through 
the Blueprint, he was able to turn his original idea of want-
ing to “create a mobile game” into a true Idea Statement: “I 
want to create an iPhone game that challenges players to 
slingshot birds into blocks for points through various levels.” 
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He went from a vague notion of an idea to a clear and concise 
Idea Statement that was specific, detailed, and actionable.

BONUS STEP: ENERGY SURGE

We talked in depth about managing energy levels in an 
earlier section. Here’s one of the places where we put that 
concept into action during the Blueprint. While it doesn’t 
have its own step, this is the point in the process where 
everyone gets their blood pumping by moving around, 
jogging in place, dancing, singing, or anything else that 
amps up energy and excitement. At some of our big events, 
we bring in a live band, simulate rain, and create a light 
show—all to stimulate the senses and to get people out of 
their comfort zones. While you don’t need to go to such 
extremes, your goal is to ensure everyone heads into the 
next step at peak energy, so the Action Steps Surge out onto 
paper. Experiment to find the activity that puts you in a 
really good energetic state.
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C H A P T E R  5

ACTIONSTORMING
There are five steps in the Actionstorming phase of the 
Blueprint. Actionstorming is like brainstorming—divergent 
thinking at its best—except instead of formulating ideas or 
solutions, you’re formulating action steps that answer the 
question, “What can the Idea Owner do to make progress 
on this idea?”

STEP 5: COMPLETE AN ACTIONSTORM

The fifth step begins with the Idea Owner and Actioneers 
separating in order to individually generate as many potential 
Action Items as possible and to write them down on what we 
call the Momentum Key. To do this effectively, don’t edit your 
list as you go. Instead, get them all out onto paper (and we 
really do mean all of them). After all, these are only potential 
Action Items; the Idea Owner may or may not choose to com-
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plete them, so don’t get caught worrying about whether they’re 
good or not because they’re all good actions at this stage. If 
you get stuck, consider some of the following prompts:

• What would you do if money was no object?

• What would a child do?

• How would you do it with no money?

• How could you do it without Internet access?

• How would your favorite movie character do it?

• What would you do if each action costs $10,000?

These constraints are designed to snap you out of your 
standard patterns of thinking and into something new—
stimulating new ideas for new actions. (You can find these 
prompts at the back of the book for reference, too. That 
way, if you ever find yourself stuck on what to do next, you 
can use them to spark your imagination.) There are no bad 
Action Items, just like there are no bad ideas.

Here are a few brainstorming tips that we’ve adapted from 
the design firm IDEO to consider while chugging away at 
your Actionstorm:
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• Suspend judgment.

• encourage out-of-the-box Action Items.

• Build on other Action Items.

• Stay on topic.

• Aim for quantity.

• If the words aren’t flowing, consider expressing yourself 

visually with drawings or symbols.35

STEP 6: ENHANCE YOUR ACTIONSTORM

After you’ve completed your Actionstorm, you’ll have the 
opportunity to go back through your list and improve your 
items until each action step is as simple, clear, and tangible 
as possible, so the Idea Owner—even if that’s you—will be 
able to understand it and complete it at any time in the 
future. This is a great time to see if any of your Action Items 
can be further broken down into smaller pieces. For example, 

“Write a business plan” is too big of an action step on its 
own, but you can include substeps such as “Google business 
plans,” “Read the first five articles,” and “Choose a template.”

Possible Action Items for the iPhone game example we 
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mentioned earlier could have included posting a request to 
hire a programmer, sketching out key features of the game, 
listing six potential names for one of the game’s characters, 
and connecting with other game developers. He could have 
enhanced the second action step by breaking it into substeps 
such as sketching the launch screen of the app on paper, 
diagramming the point system, and listing the visual fea-
tures of each bird. The fourth step could break down into 
identifying the creators of each of his top-four favorite 
games in the Apps Store, locating their e-mail addresses or 
finding them on LinkedIn, and sending each an e-mail or 
InMail and asking what advice they might have for someone 
wanting to get started in game development.

When you’re looking at your list during this step, challenge 
yourself to fill in any blanks you might find. If one of your 
action steps involves contacting someone, include that 
person’s phone number or e-mail. The more detailed and 
specific an Action Item, the easier it will be to complete it 
because it doesn’t require any deciphering. At any arbitrary 
point in the future, the Idea Owner should be able to look 
at an Action Item and know exactly what it means and how 
to complete it.
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ORIGINAL ACTION ITEMS

1. Post a request to hire a 

programmer.

2. Sketch out key features 

of the game.

3. List six potential names 

for one of the game’s 

characters.

4. Connect with other 

game developers.

ENHANCED ACTION ITEMS

1. Post a request to hire a 

programmer on 

Indeed.com and Craigslist.

2. Sketch out key features of 

the game, including:

a. Sketch the launch screen 

of the app on paper.

b. diagram the point system.

c. List the visual features of 

each bird.

3. List six potential names 

for the blue bird with red-

tipped feathers.

4. Connect with other game 

developers by:

a. Identifying the creators of 

the top-five games in the 

App Store.

b. Locating their e-mail 

addresses or finding them 

on LinkedIn.

c. Sending each an e-mail 

or InMail and asking what 

advice they might have 

for someone wanting 

to get started in game 

development.
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STEP 7: LEGEND YOUR ACTIONSTORM

This is a supersimple, yet crucial, step: each group member 
draws a smiley face () next to the Action Items on her list 
that the Idea Owner can complete in five minutes or less. 
Not everyone manages time the same way, so a five-minute 
item for you may take someone else a lot longer to complete. 
This is a perfect teaching/learning opportunity to share best 
practices for completing Action Items fast.

You now have a legend that will help the Idea Owner select 
an Action Item and complete it in just a few minutes. This 
increases momentum, confidence, and excitement—without 
triggering fear, overwhelm, or anxiety—so she can build 
enough impetus to tackle the larger tasks. (If you’re going 



A C T I o N S T o R M I N G   ·   131

solo, you’ll take an extra five minutes to complete any one of 
the Action Items on your list that will take you five minutes 
or less. Then you’ll skip the next two steps and move right 
into creating your Action Plan.)

STEP 8: COLLABORATE

This is the time when the group reconvenes to discuss all 
the potential Action Items—and there should be a lot. Each 
Actioneer should read aloud the potential Action Items she’s 
written down on her Momentum Key. If an Action Item 
doesn’t make sense or isn’t perfectly clear, this is the time 
for the Idea Owner to ask for more detailed information. By 
the end of this step, the Idea Owner should fully understand 
every Action Item on the list. Be sure to take advantage of 
the cross-pollination of ideas that often occurs during this 
step. If hearing someone else’s Action Item triggers a new 
idea of your own, write it down. (If you’re going solo, you’ll 
skip this step.)

STEP 9: HAND ’EM OVER AND SWAP

Once everyone has had the opportunity to share Action 
Items with the Idea Owner and to answer any clarification 
questions that arose, the Actioneers will give their completed 
lists to the Idea Owner. This is a big moment because these 
Action Items will allow the Idea Owner to unlock her idea 
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and Surge into action. Take a few seconds to acknowledge 
the magnitude of this—it really is a gift—and then swap. (If 
you’re going solo, you’ll skip this step.)

It’s now time to anoint a new Idea Owner before starting the 
process over again. Once all group members have completed 
all nine steps for their ideas, you’ll all move on to the final 
step: individually creating your Action Plans.
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C H A P T E R  6

CREATING AN 
ACTION PLAN

STEP 10: ACTION PLANNING

During this step of the Blueprint, each Idea Owner will 
review all of the potential Action Items that are on the 
Momentum Keys, and from those, she will select at least 
three items to commit to completing within the next for-
ty-eight hours, ten days, thirty days, and beyond. This 
becomes the Action Plan.

You’ll move from expansive thinking to reductive thinking 
as you consider which action steps you feel most compelled 
to include in your plan. At this point, you’re no longer gen-
erating new Action Items, although if something else pops 
up, it’s definitely worth including. Instead, you’re simply 
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13

'S ACTION PLAN

(7 mins)Create your Action Plan

Actions to complete in the next 48 hours

Actions to complete in the next 10 days

(fill in your name)

Now is the time to complete your Action Plan. You are 
completing this for your idea and are responsible for creating 
your own Action Plan.

Pull the actions directly from the Actionstorms your group 
completed on the Momentum Key.

This is your Action Plan. Make it feel that way.

S
T

E
P

10
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plucking the ones that resonate and incorporating them 
into a plan that becomes yours—with your name at the top. 
Making the plan personal is important here. As the Idea 
Owner, you’re not creating an Action Plan for someone else 
to complete; you’re creating your own. We want you to be 
invested in it. Put some thought into which Action Items 
you really want to complete and in what time frame.

In order to be effective, the Action Plan must be specific, which 
is why we emphasize specificity during the Actionstorming 
phase. If your Action Items are specific, your plan will be, too. 
In 2015, Fast Company published the results of a study on the 
effects of specificity on action. Researchers asked a control 
group to exercise once during the next week; 29 percent of 
participants did. Researchers asked a second group to do the 
same, except this time they provided the group with detailed 
information about why exercising is necessary (e.g., “You’ll 
die if you don’t”); 39 percent exercised. Researchers asked a 
third group to commit to exercising at a specific time, on a 
specific date, at a specific location; 91 percent exercised.36
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This is also why we encourage you to bracket your Action 
Items in specific time frames; we want the what, where, and 
when to be explicit, so you’re most likely to act. By choosing at 
least three items to complete during each period, you’ll have 
the freedom to choose which item to take action on first while 
also committing to taking that action within that specific time 
frame. We’ve found this to be just the right amount of structure.

Plus, doing it this way ensures you have four smaller lists 
instead of one big one, which makes it easier to jump in. 
During the first two days, you know you don’t even have to 
look at the items that are listed in any column other than the 
forty-eight-hour one, and you probably have at least one or 
two on there that you know will take you only five minutes 
to complete. As we discussed a lot in the earlier chapters, 
by breaking things down to establish small wins early, you 
can build up momentum to make following through on the 
entirety of the Action Plan easier. And momentum is key.

How do you decide which items from your long lists of 
possible Action Items to place in each time frame? Use your 
instincts. Which items are pulling you to complete them the 
most? Is there anything else in your life that might deter-
mine when you can complete a specific item? For example, 
if you know you want to ask Joe to connect you with Bob, 
and you’re seeing Joe in three days, it would make sense to 
add that Action Item into the ten-day bucket.
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There’s no right way to structure your Action Plan, but we 
do recommend putting at least a couple of smiley-faced 
Action Items in early so you can take advantage of some 
easy successes. Not everything is going to make it into your 
Action Plan, and that’s OK. To make the plan yours, you have 
to sift, sort, and eliminate any Action Items that you don’t 
actually want to commit to doing.

In fact, don’t ever put something on your Action Plan that you know 
you’re not going to do. It’ll only increase your resistance to 
taking any action at all. That being said, you may find that 
once you begin to take action on your idea, you need to make 
changes to your Action Plan—remove items, move them 
around, or add new ones. It’s a working document that’s 
bound to evolve as you learn more information as a result of 
acting. Don’t feel limited by what you originally write down. 
And don’t throw away the Action Items that didn’t make it 
onto your Action Plan. Save your Momentum Keys so you can 
always come back to find a new spark—a new item to act on.

An element of commitment is crucial here, too. You can 
think of it like entering into a relationship with your idea. 
There’s a difference between approaching something with 
an attitude of, “Hey, this is nice. I like this, so whatever hap-
pens happens,” and one of, “I’m absolutely committed to 
this. This is real and important to me, so I’m going to work 
to make it happen.” We encourage you to select the latter.
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KEEP IT ACCESSIBLE

Once you have your completed Action Plan, it’ll be time 
to celebrate. Reward yourself for the seriously great work 
you’ve done. Then put your completed Action Plan where 
you’ll see it often, whether that be taped to your mirror, 
attached to your computer screen, stored in a work bag 
you open daily, or tucked into your wallet. This document 
should serve as a constant reminder that you have some 
action you want to take. By ensuring your Action Plan is 
accessible, you reduce friction. You’ll know exactly where 
it is, which means you won’t have to go searching for it in 
order to find out what your next steps are. Instead, it’ll stay 
top of mind, so the lag time between the inspiration to act 
and the action is minimal.

This focused attention on your Action Plan also activates 
your reticular activating system (RAS), which serves as a 
relay mechanism between your conscious and subconscious 
minds to ensure the most relevant information makes it 
through the noise and into your awareness.37 Think about 
how much is going on around you at every moment. There’s 
no way that you could tune into everything at once, which 
is why so much of what goes on around us never makes 
it into our conscious awareness. Our RASs filter out all of 
the extraneous information and bring us the information 
we need. Have you ever noticed that after you buy a car, 
you start seeing many more of the same make and models 
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on the road? That’s your RAS kicking in to show you more 
of what has recently become relevant to you. In the same 
way, if you’re heavily focused on your Action Plan, your 
RAS will bring you information that applies to your idea, 
making it easier for you to process new information and to 
make critical connections to improve your action taking. An 
opportunity may have been there all along, but now you’re 
primed to tune into it.

We’ve also found that seeing the Action Plan document 
itself helps people remember the excitement and energy 
that they felt when they were creating it, which helps them 
to maintain enthusiasm for their ideas. It also helps spur 
the imagination, enabling you to begin visualizing what life 
could be like if you take action on your ideas. And you know 
you’re going to take action because you have this complete 
Action Plan in front of you, and all you have to do is follow 
the steps. It’d be silly not to.
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Visualizing the process as well as the end results is that extra 
push to continue taking action on your Action Plan as you 
defined it, as you made it, as you committed to doing when 
you created it. In their book, The One Thing: The Surprisingly 
Simple Truth behind Extraordinary Results, authors Gary Keller 
and Jay Papasan describe three separate studies in which 
psychologists observed more than 250 students to deter-
mine the effect of visualization on outcomes. Students in 
one group received instructions to visualize the outcome 
(i.e., getting an A on an exam), whereas students in a second 
group were told to visualize the steps they would need to 
complete in order to achieve the desired outcome (i.e., the 
study sessions that would lead to the A). The students who 
visualized the process displayed better study habits and 
earned better grades than those who visualized only the 
outcome.38

Most of us are overly optimistic about what we can accom-
plish—remember the Bill Gates quote about overestimating 
what we can do in a year?—which means we often don’t 
think things all of the way through. This is what is known 
as the “planning fallacy.” However, Kelley and Papasan write, 

“Visualizing the process—breaking a big goal down into 
the steps needed to achieve it—helps engage the strategic 
thinking you need to plan for and achieve extraordinary 
results.” And you deserve to achieve extraordinary results.
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Now that you know the step-by-step process for completing 
the Action Surge Blueprint, you can use it to take action 
on any idea you want at any time. (Remember, the Blue-
print is available in workbook form at the back of the book. 
Whenever you’re ready, simply tear it out and Surge ahead.) 
Next, let’s talk about integrating your new action-oriented 
identity into your life.





P A R T  I I I

LIVING AN 
ACTION-

ORIENTED 
LIFE
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C H A P T E R  7

ACCOUNTABILITY
All of the success stories we’ve discussed thus far—including 
Nina Mufleh, Kay Cannon, and Jeff Bezos—have one thing in 
common: the protagonists held themselves accountable for 
taking action on their ideas. To put it simply, accountability 
is what separates the good from the great—the wannabe 
action takers from the true action takers. It’s the difference 
between people who only think about taking action on their 
ideas and the people who actually do, thereby inspiring 
others to do the same. Being accountable means taking 
ownership of and responsibility for each Action Item and 
seeing it through fully in a way you can be proud of.

A C T I O N  S U R G E  P R I N C I P L E

Accountability drives results, whereas a 
lack of accountability stalls them.
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Accountability onboarding
When new employees onboard at Facebook, they receive 

a lot of materials about the company’s culture and values. 

In fact, many of those value statements are displayed 

on posters on the walls. one of our personal favorites is 

“Nothing at Facebook is someone else’s problem.” In other 

words, every Facebook employee is accountable for solv-

ing whatever challenges they encounter, as opposed to 

passing them off onto someone else. This is an action-tak-

ing culture. It’s built in and reinforced when each new 

person joins the company. As a result, everyone holds 

themselves—and everyone else—accountable for acting.
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You Can Bet on It
To hold his friends accountable for things like finishing 

projects or accomplishing specific milestones, William 

helps them up the ante by placing outrageous bets 

in their favor. Some of the penalties for not following 

through have involved running for mayor and changing 

an estate name in a last will and testament to something 

outrageous. While these may seem outlandish and a bit 

extreme, they work, and William’s friends have a habit 

of doing what they say they’re going to.

Accountability drives results, whereas a lack of accountabil-
ity stalls them. The latter can lead to a whole host of toxic 
thoughts and behaviors that prevent you from acting on 
your ideas. It can lead to excuses and procrastination, which 
might feel better in the moment—after all, you’re convincing 
yourself that there’s something outside of your control pre-
venting you from doing what you want to do—but it’s going 
to hurt in the long run. Remember Mike’s story from the 
introduction of this book? A persistent lack of accountability 
leads to a mediocre life of watching other people take action 
on their ideas while you stay stuck in inaction. It also erodes 
self-esteem. If you set out to do something and then don’t 
do it over and over and over again, your belief that you can 
do it will turn into a belief that you can’t.
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How can you ensure accountability? In addition to making a 
commitment to taking action on your ideas, you can devise 
ways to make accountability easier, which can be as simple 
as asking Siri or Alexa for reminders. This is essentially 
generating additional momentum—that Surge energy—that 
you can use to help yourself act and continue to act. In 
gambling, people often make side bets to minimize their 
risk and reduce their exposure. In action taking, having 
multiple ways of holding yourself accountable helps to 
mitigate the risk of not acting and increase your chances 
of acting. The more forces you have working in your favor 
to help you take action, the more likely you will be to act.

THE POWER OF CONSEQUENCES

What forces do we mean? Well, there are internal forces 
that come into play when you establish goals for yourself or 
set a calendar reminder. There also are external forces you 
can tap into by, say, hiring a personal trainer. In the latter 
example, there’s now someone else holding you accountable 
for showing up at the gym, which means you’re less likely 
to hit the snooze button. In other words, there are conse-
quences for your actions and your inactions. Similarly, if 
you put a family swear jar on the kitchen counter, you’ll be 
less likely to sound like a sailor than if you decide to channel 
your inner etiquette teacher. The financial consequences 
will keep you on your toes. There are also social or societal 
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forces that you can harness by surrounding yourself with 
people who already act in the way you want to act.

If you want to take action on your new business idea, con-
sider working out of a coworking space where other people 
are acting on theirs. We mentioned this in an earlier chapter, 
but you’re more likely to take action if you surround yourself 
with others who also take action on their ideas. You wouldn’t 
want to be the only person in your social circle not acting, 
would you? Peer pressure can work for positive habits just 
as it can for negative ones.

You already hold yourself accountable for taking action on 
a lot of things. You’ve already built in strategies to help you 
remember to pay your rent when it’s due, submit your taxes 
before April 15, show up to your doctor’s appointments on 
time, or renew your car registration each year. These things 
come naturally to us because they’re somewhat built into 
our culture as a result of societal needs or governmental 
structure. Accountability isn’t a new concept; it just doesn’t 
always come naturally to us when we’re trying to take action 
on our ideas.

Just as there isn’t one ideal work environment for everyone, 
there isn’t a universal accountability strategy. Try lots—see 
what works and what doesn’t—and then adjust. Combine 
methods, build on smaller ones, and personalize them so 



150  ·   S U R G e

they motivate you. As we’ve been discussing with the Action 
Items themselves, small steps to increase accountability can 
lead to huge gains. There are endless possibilities, but here 
are some of our favorites:

HABITUAL ACCOUNTABILITY

• Set calendar reminders or alerts for Action Items. or use 

a to-do app such as Todoist (todoist.com) to keep your 

tasks organized and yourself on track.

• Block off time on your calendar to devote to completing 

Action Items and then hold this time sacred, which means 

no rescheduling.

• Create a reward schedule, so for every small Action Item 

you complete, you give yourself a treat—whether that 

be a coffee at your favorite shop, dinner at your favorite 

restaurant, or a ten-minute break to read your favorite 

blog. For the big items, give yourself a bigger reward 

such as splurging on a new toy or taking a trip.

SOCIAL ACCOUNTABILITY

• Share your Action Plan with at least one person you 

respect—someone who you know will hold you account-

able—and then set up recurring meetings or check-ins 

to discuss the action you’ve taken.
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• Post your idea and action updates on social media (e.g., 

Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn). or use a site like stickk.com 

to publicly commit to your goals.

Marathon in the Making
one day in 2003, our friend Matt was driving home 

from work when a great song came on the radio. He 

felt his energy rise, and he started to think about how 

he wanted to run the Philadelphia Marathon and raise 

money for charity. When he got home, he wrote an 

impassioned e-mail to fifty friends, asking if they would 

consider sponsoring his run. In less than an hour, he 

heard back from many of them, and they dedicated 

their full support—ten people even decided to run the 

marathon with him—which meant Matt was now locked 

in. He was committed.

This thirty-second Action Item scored Matt dozens of 

people who would not only support him in taking action 

on his idea but also hold him accountable by e-mailing 

him regularly to check on his progress. It was a small 

step that triggered many more possibilities for action. 

In fact, this one action step eventually led him to create 

a nonprofit, which he successfully ran for thirteen years. 

You never know what adventure might come from acting.
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ACCOUNTABILITY BUDDIES

We’ve also found it beneficial to recruit an Accountability 
Buddy—someone else who’s acting on an idea—and work 
together to put your ideas into action. You can then sched-
ule an Accountability Day or chunk of time where you 
both work on one idea and then switch to the other. You 
can do this in person or virtually, using Skype, FaceTime, 
or Google Hangouts. Not only will you both benefit from 
having someone else to be accountable to, but you’ll also 
get new insights and different perspectives on your ideas. 
(Remember cross-pollination?) Plus, it’s always a good idea 
to expand your knowledge about the world around you and 
to learn what others are up to.

You could even schedule sessions where you each work on 
your own Action Items together. If you want to hold your-
self accountable for, say, writing a blog post each week, you 
could schedule weekly Skype calls with an Accountability 
Buddy who also wants to commit to making time to write or 
some other action. Open the video chat channel, say, “Hello,” 
and then get to work on your own material. Even without 
collaborating, knowing that the other person is on the line 
can help you both commit to acting.

A COMMUNITY

You could also join a community of people who are taking 
similar action. For example, November is National Novel 
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Writer’s Month (NaNoWriMo). If you want to write a novel, 
this is a great community to join. All participants sign a 
pledge, committing to writing a fifty-thousand-word novel 
in one month. Then everyone provides support and holds 
one another accountable as they all take action on their 
ideas.39

Surrounding yourself with individuals or communities 
who are taking action on ideas doesn’t have to be a one-time 
thing. Instead, find action-oriented people you respect who 
will be there for you all of the time. Be part of a group. Go 
do things. Have experiences together. Form bonds. These 
relationships will help you do more than take action right 
now; they’ll help you be accountable for your action-oriented 
life. After all, you never know what idea is going to come 
after this one. But you can be sure that you’ll take action on it.

THE POWER OF RESPECT

The most important part of any accountability strategy is 
the respect you show it. One of the things we’ve found in our 
personal experience and in working with others is that when 
an event is on our calendar that involves other people, we’ll 
schedule around it and do the necessary prework to ensure 
we’re fully prepared to show up where we’re supposed to 
be, when we’re supposed to be there. Otherwise, we risk 
shame, humiliation, and loss of credibility from our peers. 
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Unfortunately, we often don’t treat our own calendar events 
with the same respect. We fill the time we tried to devote to 
our ideas with busy work or work we need to do for others.

Your ideas deserve better than that. They deserve your 
undivided attention. They deserve action, so give yourself 
permission to prioritize this time over all other noise.

When you set aside time to take action on your idea, follow 
through. And do your best to manage distractions, which 
starts by being clear and connected to the reason why you’re 
taking action. As you’ll experience during the Uncovering 
Your Passion step of the Blueprint, having a compelling 
“why” will help you stay focused and motivated so you’re less 
likely to give in to anything else vying for your attention. 
Then set yourself up for success by making your environ-
ment conducive to taking action: turn off notifications on 
your phone, block certain websites, shut the door, put on 
headphones. Do whatever you have to do for yourself and 
your idea.

If you’re still having trouble staying focused, you may be 
biting off too big of an Action Item. See if you can break 
whatever you’re working on into even tinier steps. Once you 
complete one, reward yourself with a small treat such as a 
cup of tea or a walk. The most important thing is becoming 
aware of when you use distractions as an excuse not to 
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take action so you can do something about it. At the end of 
each day, consider performing a distraction diagnosis to see 
where, when, and how you didn’t do what you intended to 
do because you were doing something else instead.

It’s also important to note that intentionally taking breaks 
to do something fun—even something we might consider 
mindless—is not the same thing as a distraction. Interspers-
ing things that make you laugh or keep you connected to 
your friends or the world are great ways to keep your energy 
levels up, and they can actually enhance your productivity 
and creativity. Plus, you never know when something you 
see will spark a new idea or when taking your mind off the 
problem will enable you to identify the solution. Eliminate 
distraction; incorporate breaks.
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THE POWER OF COMMITMENT

The Action Surge Manifesto, which you were first intro-
duced to at the very beginning of this book, serves to 
capstone the Blueprint experience. This is the commitment 
that you can make to hold yourself accountable for Surging 
ahead on your ideas. Whether you’re working in a group or 
going solo, read it aloud, with emotion and energy—like you 
mean it. There’s power that comes from announcing your 
intent—your commitment, your vow—to honor your ideas 
by taking action. And it’s unifying. You know everyone in 
your group—everyone else who’s going through this pro-
gram—is saying the same thing, making the same pledge. 
Plus, vocalizing it gets it out of your head, which makes it 
easier to conceptualize and much more real.

We’ve put a lot of thought into the words themselves to 
ensure that they resonate—that they’re purposeful and 
action oriented, that they spur you into taking action, and 
that they inspire you to believe that you can act on your 
ideas. We often don’t think that the language we use has 
much of an effect on our mindset, how others perceive us, 
or our behavior, but it does. There’s a big difference between 

“I’ll do that someday” and “I’m doing this now.” Instead of 
speaking as if things might happen in some far-off future, 
claim them—today.
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Be intentional with your words and your actions by pointing 
them in the direction you want to go—toward an outcome 
you want to create. For most people, this doesn’t come nat-
urally and requires some effort, but the effects are worth it. 
And while you’re at it, “stop shoulding all over yourself.”40 
Tony Robbins and just about every other motivational 
speaker and self-help author out there warn against falling 
into the habit of living your life the way you think it should 
be and not the way you want it to be. Even using the word 
should can create friction because now there’s obligation 
associated with whatever it is you’re discussing.

“I should write a book.”

“I will write a book.”

“I am writing a book.”

Feel the difference?

By starting the first line of the manifesto with “I am,” you’re 
essentially solidifying an action-oriented identity for your-
self, which drives behavior. We act in ways that align with 
who we believe we are. By claiming an identity of someone 
who is committed to taking action, you’re more likely to 
actually take action. And you’re doing that right now (I am), 
not at some future point (I will be).
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The second line (“My idea is worth surging ahead”) is meant 
to help you tap into the part of yourself that knows that 
you and your ideas are worthy. A lot of the time, we allow 
negative self-talk and doubt to stop us from reaching for 
our dreams. We tell ourselves that we’re not good enough, 
that our ideas aren’t good enough, or that we shouldn’t be 
spending time on long shots. None of this is true. You have 
an amazing idea that deserves to exist in this world—and 
the Action Plan to help you bring it to life. This line in the 
manifesto is designed to help reinforce your confidence 
because your ideas are worth Surging ahead.

The next two lines (“I act rather than wait” and “I act rather 
than discuss”) are meant to help reinforce that action-ori-
ented identify to encourage you to begin to develop the habit 
of acting, as opposed to waiting for the perfect environment, 
the perfect time, the perfect amount of money, or the perfect 
number of supportive people. The time to act is now—and 
you can do so no matter what. This brings us to the next 
line, “Now is my time to take action,” which reinforces the 
benefit of urgency. The following two lines (“I hold myself 
accountable” and “give myself permission”) remind us of the 
importance of accountability and giving ourselves permis-
sion. Both involve a commitment to doing what you know 
is best for you. Instead of waiting for someone else to tell 
you what to do, do it for yourself. Give yourself permission 
to do whatever it is you want to do.
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“My idea will happen” speaks to the fact that you’ve already 
begun to bring your idea into the world simply by going 
through the Action Surge Blueprint. We really wanted to get 
across a sense of optimism here: it’s happening. You can do it.

The very last line—“Let’s go”—has the least number of words 
but is the most important. They’re the calls to action. You 
might have even noticed that we used this particular line 
at key points throughout this book. This is the mindset 
adjustment. Next time you run into an issue, “Let’s go.” Next 
time you’re feeling tired and don’t want to work on your 
idea, “Let’s go.” Next time you’re scared of what people might 
think, “Let’s go.” This creates movement. We’re not talking 
about an idea. We’re doing something about it.

And these aren’t just words; these are words with intent, 
which lead to action, which leads to habit formation, which 
then shapes character and legacy.
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C H A P T E R  8

CREATING A BIAS 
FOR ACTION

A bias for action means that in any given situation, you’re 
naturally inclined to act, which is a big asset when bring-
ing an idea to life. Just as man’s best friend can learn new 
tricks, we humans can learn new biases. Take a moment 
and consider what your own bias has been to date. When 
presented with a problem, do you act, or do you complain, 
feel overwhelmed or depressed, set up a meeting to discuss 
it further, or mull it over until your brain melts?

Bernie Roth—academic director at Stanford’s d.school—also 
recommends a bias toward action: “When you try to do 
something, it may happen, but once you encounter an obsta-
cle or two, you’re going to stop,” said Roth. “Doing is when 
it doesn’t matter if there are obstacles—you’re going to do it 
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anyway. If you look back at your life, the only way you got 
where you are is because you did something.” The d.school 
defines an action bias as the promotion of “action-oriented 
behavior” as opposed to “discussion-based work.”41

How the Blueprint Got Its Name
When we were coming up with the name for the Action 

Surge Blueprint itself, we went back and forth about 

whether it was a framework, a compass, a blueprint, 

a process, some steps, or a list. After being unable to 

choose, we decided to make a Facebook poll to ask 

the people who had completed the process what they 

thought. While one of us—we won’t name names—was 

making a note in our log of next steps to discuss making 

a Facebook post, another one had already completed 

the Action Item by posting the query. “It took two sec-

onds,” he said. “Why wait?” And he was right. That’s a 

bias for action. After all, it took the same amount of time 

to post the survey as it did to document it as a next step.

Instead of mulling everything over in their heads—or having 
endless discussions about it with others—action-oriented 
people use action to draw conclusions and to identify next 
steps. Action becomes an invaluable tool for learning.
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A SUCCESS STORY WITHIN A SUCCESS STORY

ACTION CAMP

We authors wanted to run a summer camp—one of us even 
had it on his bucket list for as long as he could remember. 
Then, one December day, it came up in conversation, and 
after five minutes of discussing the idea, we took our own 
advice: we took action. Within one hour, we put a deposit 
down to rent out an entire camp for one week during the 
summer of the following year.

We didn’t have a plan; we didn’t have a name; we didn’t have 
any idea what we were going to do at that summer camp, 
but we knew we would figure it out. Within that first sixty 
minutes, we had locked ourselves into making summer 
camp a reality. It was a huge success—and, of course, it ended 
up being all about action. Seventy amazing, diverse people 
came, all of whom were either wonderful at taking action on 
amazing things or wanted to take action on amazing things 
but felt stuck. The four objectives we had for the camp were 
simple and based on everything you’ve read about taking 
action thus far. We wanted everyone to:

1. Have fun

2. Connect with people with different experiences and 

perspectives



164  ·   S U R G e

3. Learn from one another in organic, unstructured ways

4. Complete the Blueprint

Everyone brought with them at least one idea they wanted 
to take action on, and we provided an environment that 
supported action by:

• Being intentional in the way we spoke to one another

• Setting the schedule to allow for focused attention and 

rest

• encouraging people to step outside their comfort zones 

and to learn new things such as how to solve Rubik’s 

cubes, memorize cards, start an etsy store, dance, brew 

beer, write songs, manage time, give stellar presentations, 

identify forest plants, and do improv comedy

We also dedicated time to spend on the Blueprint, which 
empowered our campers to create and commit to an Action 
Plan that would bring their ideas to life. It was great.
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Flower Power
A successful marketing manager was feeling mostly ful-

filled with her job, but something kept gnawing at her: 

since a young age, she had always wanted to open her 

own flower shop. Then life had gotten in the way. She 

had gone to college, graduated, and landed a good job. 

It had never really felt like the right time to act on her 

idea. Additionally, she hadn’t really ever considered what 

owning a flower shop would entail. She had only a vague 

idea in mind, and it’s hard to act on something vague.

Then she went to Action Camp, where she was able to 

complete the Action Surge Blueprint with two other 

people to gain clarity about her motivation and spec-

ificity about what she actually wanted to accomplish. 

Her idea went from “opening a flower shop someday” 

to “opening a flower shop in Fargo, North dakota, that 

specializes in corporate and event arrangements.” By 

that time, she was able to visualize her flower shop—not 

someone else’s and not a generic one but hers.

From there, she moved on to Actionstorming, where she 

and her group generated hundreds of action steps she 

could potentially complete to start her new business. 

Within thirty minutes, she was able to use the momen-

tum she had just generated to cull that giant list into a 

specific and descriptive Action Plan with Action Items 
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she could complete within the next forty-eight hours, 

ten days, thirty days, and beyond.

She was on her way. As soon as she left camp, she 

started taking action on her idea while she kept her cur-

rent gig; she took small steps in the direction she wanted 

to go. Then things took off, and she knew that in order 

to be successful, she would have to quit her job and 

do this full time. She did, and she’s never looked back.

In less than a year, she accumulated a long list of regular 

customers who buy all of their flowers from her. Today, 

her shop is successful and flourishing, and taking action 

is now a way of life. She has a bias toward action.

You don’t need access to a summer camp—or even a few days 
off work—to have a success like this. All you need is to carve 
out a dedicated time and space to go through the Blueprint.

Accidentally on Purpose
There are other benefits that come from having an 

action-oriented reputation. Around the holidays after our 

first Action Camp, we decided to send these really nice 

wooden holiday ornaments engraved with the Action 

Surge logo to everyone who attended camp. Well, they 

showed up to their destinations broken—all of them. 
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Apparently, they were a little too fragile for regular mail 

handling. Instead of the camp alums complaining or 

even being disappointed that their ornaments arrived 

broken, they assumed we did it on purpose. Furthermore, 

because they had all developed their own action-ori-

ented biases, they were excited that we sent them 

broken ornaments that they then had to take action 

on (i.e., glue them back together) in order to use. It 

was a puzzle to solve, not a problem to get upset over.

DEVELOPING YOUR BIAS

How do you develop a bias for action? You do what we’ve 
been discussing thus far: you act and then hold yourself 
accountable for continuing, even—and especially—in the 
face of obstacles. The more you act, the more acting becomes 
second nature. Soon, you’ll always be taking action on some-
thing, moving forward, and progressing. Your response to 
new ideas will become, “Where do I start?” Eventually, even 
problems will become exciting opportunities for action. 
They’ll be puzzles to solve instead of daunting challenges.

On the other hand, talking about acting without actually 
acting does not create a bias toward action. It produces just 
the opposite, which wastes time, energy, and potential. As 
we discussed earlier, action versus inaction is the difference 
between making progress and making none at all. It’s about 
Surging out of the valley of inaction—or staying stuck inside it.
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Appreciative Altucher
entrepreneur, best-selling author, and podcaster James 

Altucher has had some major successes in several big 

industries, including technology, finance, and science. 

But his path hasn’t been an easy one to traverse. In fact, 

he’s experienced some major obstacles—he lost all of 

his money, his house, and his relationship. Yet despite 

all of this, he’s been able to maintain a bias toward 

action by relying on a daily practice focused on gratitude 

and appreciation. As a result, he pulled himself out of 

some really rough spots and generated enough positive 

momentum to turn things around.

What’s your daily action practice? Inaction doesn’t have to 
define you. You get to choose what does. What’s it going to be?

Corporate Challenge
establishing a bias toward action and creativity can 

be challenging in a corporate setting. At least it was 

for Steve, who spent years trying to get his team to be 

willing to try new things. Instead of giving in to the way 

things had always been, he rounded up other people 

in his company who were having the same challenges 

he was. He put his experience organizing a Tedx pro-

gram in college to good use by organizing one for his 

organization. What started out as a few people talking 
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about interesting things over a beer turned into a whole 

community of people around the world coming together 

to discuss new ideas and interests. once the company 

saw how great his initiatives had become, they offered 

Steve the opportunity to step into a role that would 

allow him to pursue this work—his passion—full time. 

(Remember the Seinfeld metaphor we discussed earlier? 

Being “there” works.)

The next time you’re facing an obstacle that appears insur-
mountable, ask yourself who’s the only person who can 
make your idea happen. The answer will always be you.

ACTION LITERACY

After completing the Action Surge Blueprint and following 
through on your Action Plans enough times, you’ll begin to 
complete the steps without needing the plan at all: you’ll 
develop a crystal-clear Idea Statement, immediately gen-
erate tons of potential Action Items, and then plot them 
out into an Action Plan that you know will take you from 
concept to conception. At that point, you will be what we 
refer to as Action Literate. Taking action will no longer be 
something that you have to consciously work at because 
taking action on your ideas will become a way of life. It 
will become habit, instinct, and ingrained. You will have 
mastered the Action Surge.
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Until then, let the Action Surge Blueprint be your guide. Flip 
to the workbook in the back of this book and grab a group 
of friends. Or head over to our free online course on the 
educational platform, Udemy (www.udemy.com/make-your-
ideas-happen/). There, we’ll lead you through the engaging 
one-person version of the Action Surge Blueprint. In half 
an hour, you’ll have a completed Action Plan full of super-
specific Action Items you can begin to tackle immediately. 
Plus, we’ve thrown in a bonus step to help make leading 
an action-oriented life even easier. You can go through the 
class as many times as you’d like—with as many ideas as 
you can come up with. There are no prerequisites for the 
course, and the only things you need to bring are an idea 
and a willingness to learn by doing. We’ll take it from there.
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Before you go, take a moment and think about one idea that 
you have in the back of your mind right now—maybe one 
of the ones you jotted down in this very book. Every single 
person in the stories we’ve told (and in the thousands of 
other stories out there about people taking action on their 
ideas) were at the exact place as you are right now. They, 
too, started with an idea. Then they took action to create 
the life they wanted, which led to incredible results, such 
as multimillion-dollar businesses, better relationships, new 
products, and skyrocketing career trajectories.

It all starts with an idea, which you already have. All that’s 
left to do now is act. You don’t need to read any more books. 
You don’t need to sign up for another two-month class. You 
don’t need to attend another conference. You only need to 
take small action steps to achieve your own big results, and 
there’s no better time to start than the present.

The world is waiting for your idea, and you have everything 
you need right here to bring it to life. Give yourself permis-
sion to unleash it. Surge your idea forward by taking action 
one Action Item at a time.

Let’s go.
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AFTERWORD
One of the most fun parts of writing this book was collecting 
all the stories about people who have taken action in their 
lives and thus achieved amazing results. The following are 
several more of our favorite success stories. If you have your 
own action-taking success story, we’d love to hear it. We may 
even publish it on our website (actionsurge.com) or in our 
next book. Send us your story at contactus@actionsurge.com.

¿CÓMO SE DICE BIBLIA?

A man who knew nothing about making software apps 
decided he wanted to make one. He went to the App Store 
and found the lowest-rated, most-downloaded application: 
a Spanish Bible. The reviews said it crashed all the time 
and generally didn’t function well, but people were still 
downloading it. The man decided to get someone to help 
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him translate the Bible into Spanish and someone else to 
build an interface that wouldn’t crash. It was a huge success.

RAISIN BRIAN

Cameron wanted to invite a group of high-profile speak-
ers to an event he was organizing, including Airbnb’s CEO 
Brian Chesky. He knew an e-mail would just get buried in a 
whole slew of other e-mails never to actually reach Chesky 
(wise man), which is why he set out to think of a more cre-
ative way to take action on his idea. Cameron remembered 
the story about Chesky creating Obama O’s cereal to raise 
money for his company at the beginning. So he created his 
own cereal called Raisin Brian, and personally drove it to 
Chesky’s office. While it didn’t actually land him a meet-
ing with Chesky, Cameron was able to build a professional 
relationship with Brian’s admin team and learn a lot about 
the process of tapping his own creativity to take action.42

MAKING A DENT IN THE DENTAL INDUSTRY

A man wanted to start a dental insurance company because 
he thought he could make a big impact in that market, where 
a lot of money gets wasted on large premiums. There were 
a lot of places he could start, but he chose to start outside of 
the box. He designed—and sold—a smart toothbrush that 
not only measured and tracked important data about tooth-
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brushing habits but also came stocked with fun games that 
encouraged children to brush more thoroughly and more 
frequently. After just a little while, Brean Dental (breanden-
tal.com) had enough toothbrush users—and enough data—to 
know whom to sell insurance to with reduced premiums.

EVERYTHING’S BETTER WITH FRIENDS

Ralph wanted to commit to running more regularly but 
found running alone to be a drag. Determined to take action 
on his idea, he went looking for a solution that would help 
him not only stay accountable but also make running more 
fun. He found it: the Hash House Harriers, an international 
group of noncompetitive running and social clubs. Joining 
the Hash House Harriers afforded Ralph the opportunity to 
improve his physical fitness and to meet new people who 
shared his interests—on and off the track or trail. Plus, there 
was built-in accountability because everyone in the group 
expected him to show up on Thursdays.

MINDFUL EDUCATORS

Working as an intern at an urban middle school, Arielle 
realized that teachers and staff members dedicated all of 
their time and energy to ensuring the safety, well-being, 
and education of their students—but little to themselves. 
This type of selfless dedication, along with the systemic 
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challenges that exist in most urban school districts (e.g., a 
lack of support), led to high levels of stress and burnout. As 
a result, even the most outstanding educators eventually 
showed signs of frustration, anger, lethargy, and apathy. 
Arielle knew that in order to remain an effective educator 
without burning out, she needed to dedicate time each day 
to taking care of herself. She chose to do this through a 
practice of mindfulness, which helped her to experience the 
present moment and therefore alleviate stress and anxiety.

And she saw positive results fast, including improved inter-
actions with her students. That’s when she had the idea to 
help other teachers experience the same thing. Luckily, it was 
around the same time that she learned about the Action Surge 
Blueprint, which helped her capture her idea—what she says 
otherwise would have been a “fleeting thought”—and turn it 
into a program that would go on to benefit numerous teach-
ers and students in her district. Going through the Blueprint 
enabled Arielle to build her confidence in her idea, develop 
a concrete Action Plan that she could present to administra-
tors, and most importantly, connect with an Accountability 
Buddy who helped her take continual action on her idea, 
despite feeling intimidated by such a large undertaking. 
Today, teachers in Arielle’s school are approaching their jobs 
every day in more balanced, healthy, and effective ways—all 
thanks to the push Arielle received from the Blueprint.
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HOPELESS WITH HOME RENOVATION

Purchasing a house is a pretty big accomplishment. And 
when Charlie purchased his first, he was more than will-
ing to do some extra leg work in the form of renovations 
to score a good deal. As soon as he closed, Charlie skipped 
the champagne celebration and headed straight to a huge 
home improvement store. Unfortunately, his excitement 
immediately turned to overwhelm when he realized just 
how many decisions he’d have to make—there were fifteen 
different toilet models, thirty different flooring styles, and 
more than one hundred different paint colors (each available 
in several different brands, compositions, and sheens)—in 
order to take action on his home renovation idea. Plus, he 
still needed to learn how to go about successfully performing 
the renovations. And he needed to stay within a fixed budget.

That first visit wasn’t the only time Charlie would leave a home 
improvement store empty-handed; he had a mile-long list 
of things he needed to research before he felt ready to make 
a decision. Three weeks became three months, and Charlie 
wasn’t at all sure he’d ever get the house finished. That was 
when he knew he needed help. So Charlie implemented the 
Action Surge Blueprint. As an Action Surge veteran, Charlie 
kept the process informal but still experienced amazing results.

After creating an organized list of the projects he wanted to 
tackle (organized by room) and the supplies he would need 
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to do so, Charlie gathered his group: his girlfriend (who had 
no home renovation experience but a great sense of style) 
and his brother (a seasoned do-it-yourselfer). The trio spent 
an afternoon Actionstorming small, specific, Action Items 
that Charlie could complete for each project. Because each 
person on the team had such a diverse background and 
skill set, Charlie ended up with Action Items that he never 
would have identified on his own, including:

• Setting up alerts on deal websites (e.g., slickdeals.com, 

gottadeal.com, and craigslist.com) for key words such 

as tile, fan, paint, shower, vanity, sink, fixture, toilet, vinyl 

floor, light, washer, gas dryer

• Visiting at least one home improvement store a day and 

walking briskly through the aisles to find deals on items 

he wanted to purchase

• Ripping out the carpet and pad on the first floor into four-

foot rolls and posting them for free pickup on Craigslist

At the end of the day, Charlie had a complete sixty-day Action 
Plan he could use to finish the renovations on his new house—
with small steps he could take action on immediately and 
bigger ones that he could do in an order that made sense 
to him. For Charlie, this process completely transformed 
his feelings of overwhelm. With a concrete Action Plan in 
place, he knew exactly how to turn his house into a home.
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ACTIONSTORMING 
PROMPTS

These constraints are designed to snap you out of your 
standard patterns of thinking and into something new, 
thus stimulating new ideas for new actions. If you ever 
find yourself stuck on what to do next, use these prompts 
to spark your imagination. And remember: there are no bad 
Action Items, just like there are no bad ideas.

• What would you do if money was no object?

• What would a child do?

• How would you do it with no money?

• How could you do it without Internet access?

• How would your favorite movie character do it?

• What would you do if each action costs $10,000?
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If you have any questions regarding the
Action Surge Blueprint, email us at:

contactus@actionsurge.com Let's go!

BLUEPRINT
IMPORTANT?

WHY
IS

 T
H

IS

This Blueprint will help you set your ideas free.
It will get you moving on your ideas. It will get you 
charged up to keep surging your ideas into action.

Pursuing an idea involves a series of action steps that 

you must complete in a sequence which makes sense to 

you. Action leads to reaction.

When you overthink, you hold yourself back from taking 

action. It’s the same when you make excuses. You’ll 

never have enough time or budget, so don’t let that be 

your stumbling block.

If we can give you a few steps to make any idea happen, 

would you listen? Yes. If we off ered you the support 

system necessary to keep you on track, would you say 

no? Of course not.

What we will teach you here is simple, yet powerful.  Go 

through it just one time, and you will see how it can help 

you again and again. When followed with true passion, 

this Blueprint will make you an unstoppable action 

engine. You will be able to put any idea into action.
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HOW TO SURGE

Stand Up:

Idea Owner: 

Actioneers:

We strongly recommended standing the entire time, if possible, to 
bring the most amount of energy to this activity.

The person whose idea you are taking through the steps. 

The people who are helping the Idea Owner surge her idea forward.

If you have fewer than three people, don’t worry, we have a solo 
version available online at www.actionsurge.com.

1. Choose an idea.

2. Get into a group of three and Stand Up.

3. Assign roles – one person is the Idea Owner; the other two are the 

Actioneers. You will do this in three rounds so that ultimately everyone 

will be an Idea Owner.

Before you proceed, take these three actions:

• Each person needs a copy of this booklet and something to write with

• Steps are to be completed either as a group            or individually 

• Each step is timed so stay on-time for each step

• Be specific & write clearly

The Action Surge Blueprint is an intensive 10-step  
process designed for groups of three people:

You are holding the proven guide  
to transforming ideas into action.

Read closely, write clearly, and 
don't jump ahead. Are you ready?
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IDEA KEYACTION SURGE
10 STEPS OF THE

(3 mins)Actioneers uncover the passion driving the idea

Actioneers must ask the Idea Owner the following questions to 
understand the driving factor behind the idea:

• What led you (the Idea Owner) to this idea?
• Why are you passionate about it?
• What will happen if you do not act on this idea?

Take notes on the Idea Key as needed.

S
T

E
P

2

(2 mins)Actioneers restate the idea to the Idea Owner

Putting something into your own words shows that you understand 
and can work with the idea.

S
T

E
P

3

Idea Owner introduces the idea

Write, draw or diagram the idea below.

Example:
• I want to create a mobile game.

Example:
• Create an iPhone game that challenges players to slingshot birds into 
blocks for points through various levels.

Group constructs the Idea Statement

The Idea Statement is a group accomplishment. Write, draw or 
diagram it below.

S
T

E
P

1

S
T

E
P

4

Idea Owner introduces the idea (2 mins)

The Idea Owner shares the idea with the group.

Everyone writes, draws or diagrams that idea on the Idea Key found 
on the next page.

S
T

E
P

1

(4 mins)Group constructs the Idea Statement

The Idea Owner must collaborate with the Actioneers on how they 
can better restate the idea. 

The Idea Statement could remain the same from Step 1, or it could 
be enhanced based on the discussion from Steps 2 & 3. The Idea 
Owner has the final say.

Everyone writes, draws or diagrams the Idea Statement on the  
Idea Key.

S
T

E
P

4

An Idea Statement is the anchor of what you want to achieve. A good Idea 
Statement gives specific direction and context, yet is clearly understood  
and concise.  



4 5

IDEA KEYACTION SURGE
10 STEPS OF THE

(3 mins)Actioneers uncover the passion driving the idea

Actioneers must ask the Idea Owner the following questions to 
understand the driving factor behind the idea:

• What led you (the Idea Owner) to this idea?
• Why are you passionate about it?
• What will happen if you do not act on this idea?

Take notes on the Idea Key as needed.

S
T

E
P

2

(2 mins)Actioneers restate the idea to the Idea Owner

Putting something into your own words shows that you understand 
and can work with the idea.

S
T

E
P

3

Idea Owner introduces the idea

Write, draw or diagram the idea below.

Example:
• I want to create a mobile game.

Example:
• Create an iPhone game that challenges players to slingshot birds into 
blocks for points through various levels.

Group constructs the Idea Statement

The Idea Statement is a group accomplishment. Write, draw or 
diagram it below.

S
T

E
P

1

S
T

E
P

4

Idea Owner introduces the idea (2 mins)

The Idea Owner shares the idea with the group.

Everyone writes, draws or diagrams that idea on the Idea Key found 
on the next page.

S
T

E
P

1

(4 mins)Group constructs the Idea Statement

The Idea Owner must collaborate with the Actioneers on how they 
can better restate the idea. 

The Idea Statement could remain the same from Step 1, or it could 
be enhanced based on the discussion from Steps 2 & 3. The Idea 
Owner has the final say.

Everyone writes, draws or diagrams the Idea Statement on the  
Idea Key.

S
T

E
P

4

An Idea Statement is the anchor of what you want to achieve. A good Idea 
Statement gives specific direction and context, yet is clearly understood  
and concise.  



6 7

Examples:
• Google “how to create a mobile game”
• Sketch out the key features of the game
• Post a 'request for hire' of a programmer

Each group member Actionstorms 

The Actionstorm is an individual brainstorm of action items 
needed to put the idea into action. Write out as many action items 
as you can.

S
T

E
P

5(5 mins)Each group member Actionstorms 

An Actionstorm is an individual brainstorm of action items needed 
to put the idea into action. 

Every group member, even the Idea Owner, should individually 
complete this step on the Momentum Key on the next page.

One way to start generating potential action items is to answer the 
following question as many ways as you can:

What could be done to achieve this idea?
 
Write each action item as clearly and specifically as possible. If that 
person sees the action item two months from now, she should not 
have to guess what needs to be done.
 
Keep the steps simple.

If you get stuck, consider some of the prompts below:
• If money was no object, what would you do?
• How would you do it without any money?
• What would a child do?
• How would your favorite movie character do it?
• How would you do it without Internet access?

S
T

E
P

5

MOMENTUM KEY
THE

Gently rip out the Momentum Key on the next page.
This will ensure you don’t rip the whole page after 
you write on it.!
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Each group member quickly legends
her Actionstorm

(30 sec)

Draw a  next to the action items on the Momentum Key that you 
can complete in 5 minutes or less.

S
T

E
P

7

(7 mins)Group talks through each Actionstorm

Each group member shares her Actionstorm.

If an action item does not sound actionable or is not as specific as 
it can be, challenge it by asking clarifying questions.

S
T

E
P

8

(3 mins)

Challenge yourself to be ultra-specific with each of the action 
items on your Momentum Key.

Break down large tasks with subtasks.

If you listed specific individuals to connect with in order to 
complete an action item, add their contact information. If you did 
not specify anyone, specify someone who can help.

Example:
• "Talk to someone about how to launch the game" is not as helpful as "Call 
Rosa Gonzalez (555) 444-5555 for game app launch consultation".

Example:
• “Sketch out the key features of the game” is too general of an action item. 
Break it down to “On paper, sketch out the launch screen of the app, the 
point system, the birds, and the levels”.

Each group member enhances her Actionstorm

S
T

E
P

6

!
Time to change roles and assign a new Idea Owner.
Jump back to Step 1 and repeat the Action Surge Blueprint until everyone 
in your group has had a chance to be the Idea Owner.

You should only move on to Step 10 after everyone has been through the 
first nine steps with their ideas, Extra Idea Keys and Momentum Keys are 
provided in the Appendix starting on page 17.

(30 sec)Actioneers hand Momentum Key to the Idea Owner

By providing the Idea Owner with the Momentum Key, you are 
unlocking her idea and opening the gates for the Idea Owner to 
launch that idea into action.

S
T

E
P

9
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Do not move on to Step 10
until all three people have 

completed Steps 1-9...

STOP!

Jump back to Step 1 and repeat the Action Surge 
Blueprint until everyone in your group has had a 

chance to be the Idea Owner.

You should only move on to Step 10 after 
everyone has been through the first nine 

steps with their ideas, Extra Idea Keys 
and Momentum Keys are provided in the 

Appendix starting on page 17.
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'S ACTION PLAN

(7 mins)Create your Action Plan

Actions to complete in the next 48 hours

Actions to complete in the next 10 days

(fill in your name)

Now is the time to complete your Action Plan. You are 
completing this for your idea and are responsible for creating 
your own Action Plan.

Pull the actions directly from the Actionstorms your group 
completed on the Momentum Key.

This is your Action Plan. Make it feel that way.

S
T

E
P

10
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Actions to complete in the next 30 days

Beyond the first 30 days,
what other actions do you commit to complete?

In the 10 steps of Action Surge, accountability is the “something extra” 
that separates the good from the great. Being accountable to your Action 
Plan means taking ownership of each action item and seeing it through.

SCHEDULE CHECK-IN TIME on your calendar at the 48-hour, 10-day, 
and 30-day intervals to revisit your Action Plan and keep your action 
items in the forefront of your mind.

SCHEDULE WORKING TIME on your calendar to accomplish specific 
tasks. Invite a new colleague each time to get fresh perspectives.
 
SHARE YOUR ACTION PLAN with someone you are afraid to share it 
with, because you know she will hold you to it.
 
REWARD YOURSELF as you achieve action items on your Action Plan. 
Treat yourself to that latte!
 
RECRUIT AN ACCOUNTABILITY BUDDY to hold each other 
accountable in ongoing intervals. Start with your Actioneers.

JOIN AN ONLINE GROUP that is related to your idea. Google for 
discussion boards or look for Facebook groups.

THE IMPORTANCE OF

ACCOUNTABILITY

And now for the final commitment...

I will hold myself accountable by...

There are many ways to hold yourself accountable to your 
Action Plan. Use the suggestions below as some examples, 
and come up with even more of your own:

Accountability drives results.
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Read these words.
Commit them to memory.

They will help you to achieve your Action Plan.

MANIFESTO

I AM COMMITTED TO ACTION.
MY IDEA IS WORTH 

SURGING AHEAD.

I ACT RATHER THAN WAIT.

I ACT RATHER THAN DISCUSS.

NOW IS MY TIME TO TAKE ACTION.

I HOLD MYSELF ACCOUNTABLE.

I GIVE MYSELF PERMISSION.

MY IDEA WILL HAPPEN!

LET'S GO!

Sign the Action Surge Manifesto 
online to show your support:
actionsurge.com/manifesto
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IDEA KEY
THE

Idea Owner introduces the idea

Write, draw or diagram the idea below.

Example:
• I want to create a mobile game.

Example:
• Create an iPhone game that challenges players to slingshot birds into 
blocks for points through various levels.

Group constructs the Idea Statement

The Idea Statement is a group accomplishment. Write, draw or 
diagram it below.

S
T
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P

1

S
T
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P

4
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Examples:
• Google “how to create a mobile game”
• Sketch out the key features of the game
• Post a request for hire of a programmer

Each group member Actionstorms 

The Actionstorm is an individual brainstorm of action items 
needed to put the idea into action. Write out as many action 
items as you can.

S
T

E
P

5

MOMENTUM KEY
THE
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SHARE
your Action Surge story:

Did the Action Surge 
Blueprint help you take 

an idea into action?

Share it with us at
contactus@actionsurge.com

We’ve helped people take action on ideas for:
Customer Support Services

Gaming Platforms

Codes of Conduct

Traffi  c Apps

Career Changes

Marathon Training Plans

Marriage Proposals

New Skill Development

TV Show Concepts

Gift Giving

Individuals
What’s that idea you’ve been sitting on? That idea in the 

back of your head? It deserves action. You deserve to see it 

surge ahead. We’ll help you do it, and we’ll help you learn 

to do it with every idea, every time.

Organizations
You generate lots of ideas. Lots is an understatement, right? 

We’ve all seen those huge fl ip charts full of ideas. What the 

heck happens to them? We’ll help you surge ahead on all 

your great ideas.

actionsurge.com
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Not taking action 
is holding your ideas back. 

We help you surge forward.


