HOW MY TIME IN PRISON PREPARED ME FOR A ROLE IN STRATEGIC
PLANNING.

And no, | have never been incarcerated.

Before we begin, let me put things into context. Here’s what you need to know about my
experience in Prison and my experience in Strategy:
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SO, MOVING ON, WHAT /S STRATEGY? WHAT DO STRATEGISTS DO?
Let’s do some research and see what the smartest invention on Earth has to say on the topic.
Google, take it away!

Go g Ie what is strategy Q
All Books Videos Images News More Settings Tools
About 921,000,000 results (0.59 seconds)

Go g Ie What do strategists do? Q
All News Images Videos Shopping More Settings Tools

About 39,500,000 results (0.61 seconds)

| don’t want to bore you but putting you through my attempt at using Google’s wisdom to write a
trilogy on what Strategy entails, so let me take a crack at defining Strategy from my perspective:

A Strategist is (1) an information processor, tasked with gathering extensive amounts of
information and stripping it down to only what is most important. (2) A strategist is an

" More information can be found in my Resume.



insert absolutely anything and
everything here.

expert on [ 1- (3) A strategist is, in many ways, a translator, or middleman
between various parties:z. And finally, (4) a strategist is someone who is able to put
themselves into everyone and everything’s shoes, but somehow always manages to keep
their own socks on.

AND... WHAT EXACTLY DOES THIS HAVE TO DO WITH PRISON?
Well, | believe that my experiences ~inside~ prepared me for strategy in two ways.

Research Assistant.

First, my experience as a Research Assistant taught me how to conduct research in a very
strategic fashion. My research in prison utilized many of the same skills | used during my
internships. Below is a diagram of the strategic-prison-research process that useds:
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Teaching Assistant.

The second instance that prison taught me about Strategy, was during my time as a Teaching
Assistant for the Inside Students. Unlike my research experience, being a Teaching Assistant
taught me more about a Strategic Mindset than Strategic Skills.

One of the attributes that makes a Strategist great, is their ability to put themselves into other’s
shoes. As Strategists, we are often asked to develop a detailed understanding of various
groups, individuals, or even brands. And, more often than not, we begin forming that
understanding based on connections or similarities that we may have with the element we are

2 For example: Brands <— Strategist —> Consumers
OR: Account Management <— Strategist —> The Creatives.

31 did not conduct this research on my own!! This research was conducted by UVM classes SOC 262, SOC 100, and Prof. Fox. The above process is the process | used when
organizing my section of research, and while working to put the final research report together.



trying to understand. After all, humans connect with one another based on shared beliefs or
experiences. Right?

Well, based on that logic, | was destined to fail on my quest to connect with the women inside.

orst thing about prison

as the Dementors.

However, that was certainly not the case, and after spending just a few hours a week working
with the women inside, | learned that human connection is about far more than common beliefs
or experiences. Sure, they help and are somewhat desired, but the true way that we as humans
connect with one another, is through our most important commonality: Our Humanity.

Spending time inside not only humanized the incarcerated individuals whose identity had been
reduced to a single label: “convict”, it humanized the very system that labeled them in the first
place. As a Teaching Assistant, | found humanity within the institution and those it had
institutionalized. | learned to look past the labels, the externalities and found humanity, in an
environment that is designed to demolish it.

Of course, the women | came to understand were in close proximity to me, but because pro-
social behavior and physical interaction is not allowed inside prison, it felt as though we were
worlds apart. As human beings, we crave physical interaction because it connects us with one
another, it brings us closer than words ever can. With hugs, handshakes, and even high fives
removed from the equation, the only means for connection was to develop an understanding of
the women | grew to care about so deeply.

The more | went inside, the more | learned about the ladies inside. | learned about their families,
their likes and dislikes. | learned each of their strengths and their weaknesses. | learned about



they are as people, at their very core. | understood them. So much so that | understood why
each of them committed the crimes they had committed.

The women inside were never just “criminals” to me. Their crimes never once defined who they
were as people, or who they dreamt of being. | am proud to say that to me, these women were
simply human beings. Human beings that | knew and understood. Human beings that | formed
incredibly deep bonds with.

To be honest, | didn’t realize how the profound lesson that | had learned inside translated into
strategic planning until | was working on a project at CP+B.

The project was for a brand | had no interest in, and involved a target | will probably never be
apart of. At first | was a little stuck, and struggled to build a narrative around a brand and target
that I did not really understand. But, as | kept working, | began to humanize both the brand and
the target. | actually grew to be excited and passionate about both. And | believe that | was able
to do so because of all | had learned in prison.

To me, a great Strategist is someone that is able to humanize people, brands, culture, products.
In doing so, they are able to put themselves into someone or something else’s shoes. And,
while staying true to themselves and to the strategy by keeping their own socks on, great
Strategists are able to develop a true understanding of all parties involved.

WRAPPING THINGS UP.
So, here’s to all the shoes just waiting to be explored.

And to all humans; the snobs, the dweebs, the misunderstood, and the labeled - | can’t wait to
meet you.



