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There are moments in history when building new institutions is a moral imperative. 

We believe we are living through one of those moments. 

Last week, we had the privilege of speaking at the Alliance for Responsible Citizenship (ARC) 

conference in London on a topic that sits at the heart of The Athos Group’s work: how to build 

bold new institutions. 

Across nearly every sector of society, confidence in longstanding institutions has eroded. 
Universities, schools, media organizations, nonprofits, and many public institutions continue to 
do important work, but many no longer command the trust they once did. At the same time, 
technological change is reshaping nearly every aspect of society, creating needs that existing 
organizations were never designed to meet. 

Periods like this are often described as crises. We see them as opportunities. 

History suggests that enduring institutions are rarely born during periods of stability. They 
emerge when founders recognize that the future requires something fundamentally different 
from the past. Every generation inherits institutions it did not build. Occasionally, a generation 
has the chance—and the responsibility—to build the institutions that future generations will 
inherit. 

That is the work that inspires us. 

Over the past several years, we have had the privilege of working alongside founders creating 
new universities, accreditation systems, educational ventures, civic organizations, and other 
mission-driven institutions. Every organization is different, but the same patterns appear again 
and again. Success depends less on technical expertise than on clarity of purpose, disciplined 
execution, and the ability to inspire others to help build something that will outlast its 
founders. 

The “Nine Rules” are not theoretical. They are the lessons we have learned alongside builders. 

 



 

Rule #1: Start with a Vision 

Most initiatives begin with a solution to a problem. The highest impact institutions begin with a 
vision of a different future. 

The founders we most admire never begin by asking, What problem should I solve? They begin 
by asking, How will the world be different if we are successful? The organization that focuses on 
transformation becomes transformative. 

Rule #2: Timing Matters 

History creates openings that rarely remain open for long. 

Successful founders see around curves. They recognize cultural shifts, technological 
breakthroughs, policy changes, and institutional failures before everyone else does.  

Today's builders are responding to profound changes: declining confidence in legacy 
institutions, the rise of artificial intelligence, and growing demand for new educational and civic 
models. Rather than resisting change, they lean into the moment. 

Rule #3: Invest in Founders, Not Plans 

Plans matter. People matter more. 

We've seen elegant strategic plans fail and imperfect plans give rise to extraordinary institutions 
because exceptional founders adapted as circumstances compelled them to. 

Institutions ultimately reflect the character of the people who build them. Vision, integrity, 
resilience, courage, and judgment cannot be captured in a spreadsheet, yet they determine 
almost everything that follows. 

Rule #4: Velocity Is a Strategy 

Momentum is one of the most underestimated assets in institution building. Large organizations 
often confuse cautious deliberation with wisdom. New ventures cannot afford to. 

One meaningful step creates the conditions for the next: a meeting becomes a partnership, a 
partnership becomes a pilot, a pilot attracts supporters, supporters attract talent, and progress 
begins to compound. 

Velocity is not recklessness. It is shortening the distance between learning and acting. 
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Rule #5: Milestones over Metrics 

People believe in the tangible over the abstract. 

A pilot program. An inaugural conference. A flagship publication. A prototype. An early 
partnership.  

Every successful institution reaches a moment when people stop imagining the future and begin 
seeing it. In the earliest stages, concrete milestones matter more than metrics. 

Rule #6: Differentiate—with Clarity 

There are many well-intentioned actors in the world, many earnest organizations. Most are lost 
in the crowd. 

Why does the world need what you are working to build?  

Differentiation begins with clarity. If you cannot explain your distinctive contribution—how 
you’re truly different—in thirty seconds, your mission is probably not yet clear enough. 

Every article, conversation, podcast, presentation, event, and social media post must reinforce 
the same central, differentiated story. Institutions shape culture by continually helping others 
understand why they matter. 

Rule #7: Let People Experience Tomorrow 

Founders spend years imagining a future that others cannot yet see. 

Their job is to help everyone else see it.  Lean into all the tools that make your storytelling 
compelling and powerful: a thoughtful website, a concise presentation, or a short video that 
allows people to picture what does not yet exist.  

People support the future when they can begin to experience it in the present. 

Rule #8: Build Communities, Not Organizations 

Many founders focus on building lists of donors, advisors, partners, and supporters. 

The greatest founders build communities whose members begin creating value for one 
another. 
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Some of the most important work we do at Athos is simply bringing remarkable people 
together. Over dinners, conferences, and conversations, we've watched collaborations emerge 
that no strategic plan could have predicted. The impact is exponential rather than linear. 

Organizations solve fleeting problems. Communities grow into enduring movements. 

Rule #9: Borrow Credibility As You Earn It 

Trust must be earned.  And trust is cumulative. 

Early advisors, board members, philanthropic partners, institutional collaborators, and 
respected champions do more than lend their expertise. They signal seriousness. They reassure 
others that something worthy is taking shape. 

Eventually, every institution must earn its own reputation. 

But the credibility that comes with the trust of early-stage allies and partners provides the 
bridge that allows your reputation to emerge. 

 

Building What Comes Next 

The future will not be built by commentators or critics. 

It will be built by founders. 

By people willing to imagine institutions that do not yet exist—and then undertake the patient, 
difficult work of bringing them into being. 

That work is rarely glamorous. Institutions are not built upon inspiration alone. They are built 
through years of disciplined effort: earning trust one relationship at a time, assembling 
communities around a shared purpose, weathering setbacks, refining ideas, and creating 
traditions that will ultimately matter more than the founders themselves. 

Yet history reminds us of something remarkable. Every institution we now regard as 
permanent was once improbable. Every university, hospital, foundation, museum, and civic 
organization began as an idea that many people considered untenable. The world we inherit 
was built by men and women who refused to accept that the existing order was the only 
possible one. 

We are confident that ours is one of those rare moments when the next generation of 
institutions is waiting to be built. 
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At The Athos Group, it is our privilege to work alongside founders who are doing precisely that. 
Their work gives us confidence—because we have seen what determined people can 
accomplish when they unite around a compelling vision. 

Institutions shape civilizations. They preserve what is best, cultivate what is good, and create 
the conditions in which future generations can flourish. They are among humanity’s greatest 
acts of hope because they are built not merely for our immediate moment, but for generations 
we will never meet. 

If this is indeed a builder's moment, then the question is not whether the world needs new 
institutions. 

It is who will have the courage to build them. 
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