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Introduction

The most powerful forces in shaping and motivating people’s behaviors
and the shape of our society are all products of our imagination.
However, even as the challenges and opportunities are greater than ever,
we find ourselves using and applying our imagination less and less.

In my previous book, “Media Rules!,” I discussed the growing
obsession with technology as a marketing and communications
tool. The central argument was that three things — information,
experiences, and stuff — have always driven people’s decision-
making, and that would always be true no matter what advances
unfold in media or technology. Information is what fuels how we
learn and make sense of our world; experiences are how we inter-
act and form personal connections; and stuff is stuff. Products.
The things we keep and wear and drive and more. Regardless of
platform, regardless of channel or tool, one or all of these three
things will play a critical role when you try to motivate someone
to understand an idea or take an action.

When you are working to influence someone, to compel a
certain action, the desired outcome falls under the umbrella of
impact. The word “impact” is often applied to social good — but
it applies much more broadly. Impact happens when you create
something new. You have an impact when you change something.
One time. Consistently. Sustainably. The impact can be big or
small, and can take on all different forms. Some impacts will be
obvious while others may be difficult to measure — and in most
cases the significance of what happens in the world cannot be
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easily quantified. You can have an impact in a single moment, or
see it play out over time.

One thing is clear about impact: it doesn’t happen in isolation.
We are all connected, so anything that happens has implications
for everyone. Everything good that happens has the possibility of
benefiting everyone, while everything bad affects us all in some
ways as well.

In everything we do, personally or professionally, individually
or collectively, we should consider the impact. In addition, we
should strive to make a big impact in everything we do — to
ensure that our ideas spread far and wide, our actions benefit
as many people as possible. Unfortunately, that does not hap-
pen enough. There is plenty of talk about big goals and chang-
ing the world. However, we measure results quarter to quarter
and project to projects, and rarely take the time to consider the
larger impact. Words like transformation and disruption are
used a lot, but the massive impact that seems possible is rarely
achieved.

The problem is with our imagination. We aren’t using or apply-
ing our imagination to the full extent possible. We talk about tech-
nology as having the potential to save the world and evolve
everything about how we communicate and function as humans.
Then we celebrate the efforts that prioritize short-term thinking
and increased awareness — refusing to accept that the actual,
meaningful, measurable impact on our lives is minimal at best.
The problems that we face as a society will not be solved with
short-term thinking. The idea of achieving world peace, ending
the global refugee crisis, eradicating hunger or curing disease —

these are massive challenges that have significant negative conse-
quences, and society is not currently capable of stopping them.
But, they aren’t beyond the reach of our imagination. Amazing
potential advancements in how to solve complex problems are not
beyond the reach of our imagination.

Unfortunately, we aren’t using or applying our imagination to
its fullest. Instead, we are doing what we know. What we have
always done — maybe with greater efficiency or scale. We are
doing the things we have proven will work to varying degrees,
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that are easy to replicate. It is really easy to regurgitate things that
we have become comfortable doing. Doing new things is much
more difficult. That is where the potential for incredible impact
exists — in doing new ambitious, imaginative things.

The promise of imagination is achieving something that has
never been done. Our imagination can help us explore new ways
of thinking and operating that can move us well beyond what we
are presently doing.

We Aren’t Shooting for the Big Stuff

We live in a time of unprecedented possibility. Nevertheless, even
though we have greater power to explore and experiment, and a
chance to create an entirely different future, too much of our indi-
vidual and collective focus is on what is happening right now.
There are changes and improvements occurring every day,
advances in health care that are extending life and media that is
pushing people to think critically. However, we aren’t creating
entirely new ways of doing business. We aren’t eradicating
diseases. We have become comfortable with the idea that constant
movement and incremental change is a sign of impact and prog-
ress and that that is enough. We have all but given up on the idea
of solving the most complex problems.

We aren’t using our imagination. There is a gap between what
we think about, the kind of impact we try to have, and what we
could conceivably achieve. We have an imagination gap. We are
not going to get to have the kind of impact that is possible until
we close that gap.

Everybody has an imagination. Everybody is born with an
extraordinarily powerful tool to dream up things that nobody else
can fully understand or appreciate. Our brain is far and away the
most powerful tool that exists with unlimited capacity to generate
new and transformative ideas only when it’s activated and
applied. Not only aren’t we using our imagination as we could,
we are actively shutting down others’ imagination. We have
revoked the privilege we have to be imaginative.
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Think about what it was like when you were a kid. Take a few
minutes to watch how a young child plays, learns, and explores
the world around them. You will be in awe of the stories they cre-
ate, the scenarios they dream up, the adventures their imagination
takes them on. They are not trying to impress anyone or worrying
about how they fit in. They don’t just mimic what they see on tele-
vision, quote someone who spoke to them, or follow instructions
they were given — they also invent entirely original languages,
people, and places. Most importantly, they are not being told that
what they are doing is wrong. That comes later. Thanks to the
power of their imagination, kids operate in a world of their own
creation where anything is possible.

Now, think about your own experience. How often do you let
your brain go in whatever direction it wants? How many times
have you raised your hand in a meeting, or at a brainstorming ses-
sion, and shared a truly novel idea? How many times have you
thought of something wildly different, but kept quiet about it?
Have you been told that your question is stupid or off topic, or
your idea impossible to achieve? Our imagination is always work-
ing, always active — but we have become accustomed to suppres-
sing our imagination, because what it produces doesn’t align with
others, or seems too big, too complicated, or not “on budget.”
Every time we are told that our ideas don’t have merit, a little part
of our imagination goes dark. Our willingness to use and apply
imagination diminishes.

The good news is this: you can’t kill imagination. The parts of
your brain that generate new ideas will always be active. However,
the more we suppress our imagination, or shut down others who
try to share theirs, the larger the imagination gap becomes.

Permission to Use Your Imagination

You now have permission to use your imagination. You have
permission to dream up new things. You have permission to pro-
pose ideas that do more than just improve a little on what we
already know. You have permission to ask questions that don’t
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have easily or available answers. In addition, you have permission
to use and pursue things that have never been conceived of before,
and probably don’t seem like they’re possible. When you do that,
you are using your imagination. When you do that, you will put
yourself, and all of us, on a very different track.

Some important things to keep in mind as you move ahead:

� Imagination is not the same thing as creativity. Creativity is a
wonderfully powerful tool that we can activate to come up
with messages and drawings and all sorts of stuff. That is a
way to employ or express our imagination. That is not
imagination.

� Imagination is not the same as intelligence or experience. You
cannot be more or less imaginative than someone else (and
you shouldn’t believe someone who tells you as much).
Every single one of us has exactly the same power to use our
imagination and the same unlimited potential to put it to
work.

� Imagination = a new idea. There are big ideas and small ideas,
good ideas and bad ideas. The ways that we define and
judge ideas is almost entirely subjective. What distinguishes
imagination and differentiates it from everything else is the
newness of the idea.

� Imagination isn’t a special talent or skill. There is no certificate
program you can complete to master using and applying
your imagination. There aren’t nine steps, or five principles
or a certain color LEGO that, when used by everyone, will
make them more imaginative. The more you fill your brain
with — and the more diverse your experiences and inputs —
the more you feed your imagination. If you try to engineer
your thinking or force your brain to produce a specific solu-
tion, you will end up curbing your imagination more than
anything.

� Imagination is not the same as innovation. Innovation is about
solving problems and finding ways to change, improve,
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maximize, and optimize everything we do. Imagination is
about creating things and ideas that are new — and may
lead to innovation. Imagination is not about risk tolerance,
or problem solving. Imagination is about going beyond what
we know and can conceive is possible.

We can do more to use and apply our imagination, individually
and collectively. Start by acknowledging that you have an imagi-
nation. Believe that it is amazing. Stop suppressing your imagina-
tion, or letting others impact your ability to explore and dream.

Imagination is a natural resource. It is not a thing, a process, or
a system. It is not a plan, or a strategy, or a process that you can
follow or implement. Imagination is a raw material that we can
use for whatever we want. Every single germ of an idea starts
with our imagination.

Starting Blocks

1) Imagination happens. Let it. I have to stop myself from
suggesting ideas or “improvements” to my daughter
that might influence the elaborate, interstellar war that is
happening throughout our apartment with strategically
placed stuffed animals and [MagnaTiles]. She doesn’t need
my help. Nobody should try to force others to use imagina-
tion in the same way that they would. Just let it happen.
Let it play out. There is so much to learn if you aren’t
interrupting yourself or others, while they are using their
imagination.

2) Don’t listen to anyone else. Your boss gets to say how many
hours you work, decide how much you earn, dictate that
you’re working on a certain client, and direct you to be in Des
Moines tomorrow for a meeting. He or she does not get to tell
you that your imagination is good or not good, practical or
not practical. Moreover, it is exactly that process — our
teacher saying that’s not how we measure success, our par-
ents saying that’s not appropriate behavior — it’s those things
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that slowly have stripped away our permission to use our
imagination. In addition, if you think about the people who
we revere for being the most imaginative, they’re seeing the
world in a way that nobody else sees it. They’re using their
imaginations to create solutions to complex challenges, and in
many cases developing new ideas to make life better where
the rest of us couldn’t even conceive of the possibilities.

3) Write it down. Or draw it. Or pull out a recorder and start
talking. Take the stupid, crazy ideas that are popping into
your head and capture them. Each of those is an ingredient
that needs to be kept somewhere besides your brain. Your
memory is not there to spin off the good story, your memory
is there to take facts and experiences and recall them. So if
something new comes out, grab it. You may not know what
to do with it now, but it’s not going to come out in that exact
same way again. So stop and write it down.

4) Share it. Don’t share your imaginative idea(s) for validation
purposes. Don’t share them because you want to get hired
or impress someone, or so you can show that your imagina-
tion is better than someone else’s imagination. Share because
the little piece of information that comes out of your head
has power. That little piece of imagination goes into my
head and changes the way my imagination is going to work.
Ideas build on each other. That ingredient is going to mix
with some other ingredients. If you keep it all to yourself,
you may have an incredibly vibrant imagination but you’re
not going to inspire anyone else. The mornings when my
son gets up, and we have a conversation, or play a game
with imaginary characters or outcomes, my energy, focus,
and my ability to generate new thoughts for the day are
greater because I’m part of a shared imagination experience.

Imagination is infectious, and deserves to be shared. You
don’t need a group to have an imagination. You can’t pull a
task force together; fill a room with different people who can
collectively generate an imaginative idea. But you can share
your imagination. Moreover, you should.
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5) Embrace your imagination as it is. Don’t worry about the prac-
ticality of what pops into your head. Don’t worry about all
the crazy steps that you’re going to have to take the idea
that your imagination has generated from start to finish.
Imagination is not triggered when you force it. Your imagi-
nation fires when you’re in the shower, because it’s the only
quiet time that your brain gets during the day. Your imagi-
nation flourishes when you spend time in the great outdoors,
away from the noise and chaos of everyday life, because
you’ve broken your normal daily routine. It’s not because
you’re in the forest, or you’re closer to God, or the weather
is nice — it’s because you have broken your pattern. And
that’s the moment at which your imagination has an oppor-
tunity to come out again.

Don’t go camping to go camping, but if you go camping,
listen a little bit closer to your brain, and bring a piece of
paper so that you don’t forget what you thought of when
you saw that animal, or tree, or whatever you do when you
camp. I don’t camp.

How to Read This Book

The book you are about to read begins with an introduction to
imagination and the important role it plays in all aspects of our
lives — personally, professionally, and more broadly as a commu-
nity. Each successive chapter takes on the specific challenges that
need to be addressed, from acknowledging and understanding
that an imagination gap exists to the steps that need to be consid-
ered in order to close the gap.

If we can use and apply our imagination more, our ability to
think and act differently and develop new and better ideas will
improve. Every one of us has an imagination, and we all can do
more to use and apply our imagination. Closing the imagination
gap will benefit everyone — government and political organiza-
tions, news and media, entertainment, sports, marketers and
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advertisers, educational institutions, thought leaders, brands and
corporations, nonprofits, foundations, and charities, as well as
each of us individuals.

In researching and writing this book, I conducted interviews
with more than two-dozen scientists, entrepreneurs, organiza-
tional leaders, subject matter experts and practitioners, as well
as actors, filmmakers, comedians, inventors, and others whose
experiences and insights provide powerful evidence to support
the need to close the imagination gap. I have also weaved
together media coverage, research, and personal experiences.
Moreover, to whatever extent possible, my analysis includes
recent events whose outcomes were uncertain as we went to
print.

The goal of The Imagination Gap is to spark real changes in our
behavior. I want you to expand the use of your imagination, and
help the people you know, work with, and serve to do the same.
More broadly, I believe we can change how individuals and orga-
nizations think, operate and communicate, by helping them to
close The Imagination Gap and unlock the potential that exists (but
is not currently being fully realized). To help balance the big think-
ing with practical insights and actions that anyone can take, each
chapter also includes:

� A summary of the critical ideas included in each chapter to
help organize and prompt you to think about different ways
to use and apply your imagination.

� An “imagination challenge” that encourages you to use
and apply your imagination. The challenges include ques-
tions, prompts, and directives that will help to take the dis-
cussion beyond the pages of the book and into your life and
work.

I will also continue to share relevant, timely, compelling, inter-
esting, fun, or other information about using and applying your
imagination at www.theimaginationgap.com
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I wrote this book to be a resource that you can have on your
desk, on your phone, keep next to your bed, or carry around with
you in your bag. I hope the book is not only informative and inter-
esting, but also useful and applicable. You can read the book from
cover to cover, dog-ear, and highlight different pages and pas-
sages. You can also pick out different sections that you find valu-
able now, and come back later to read (or reread) passages in the
future when they seem more applicable. Each person who reads
this book will bring his or her own experiences and perspectives
to this discussion.

This Book Is Like My Brain

I spend a lot of my time exploring how people get and share infor-
mation and the role that technology plays in how we spend our
time. My work focuses on how to get people to think a certain
way, vote, donate, buy something, tell someone, volunteer, read,
watch, or listen to anything. My passion is behavior change —

getting people to think and act differently than they currently do.
I also have a sense of personal responsibility to doing something
with a positive and meaningful impact on the world that moti-
vates much of this work and my beliefs.

The stories, interviews, examples, facts, quotes, numbers,
personal observations, and more that you find in the pages that
follow reflect my curiosity, my work, my relationships, and my
perspective on the world. I have written a book that reflects how
my brain works, and what my imagination dreams up.

I want you to feel excited about the prospect of having and
sharing ideas that other people might not fully understand or
appreciate. I want you to feel confident that the ideas that you
have, whatever your imagination offers up, has value. With the
help of this book, you will be able to take the steps so that the rest
of us benefit from your imagination as well.

I also want you to squirm a bit when reading this book because
you consider how your individual behaviors could change; you
might alter your approach. That’s when things will start to look
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different. That’s when the real fun begins. That’s when your imag-
ination will be most engaged.

When this happens, when we make imagination something that
is expressed, shared, and valued by everyone the way it can and
should be, amazing things are going to happen.

You don’t have to believe me. Read the book to see for yourself.
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