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Chapter 1 

The Man Behind Socrates 

The First Meeting With Michael Sekora 
I have been a management consultant most of my career specializing first in Organization 
Development (OD) and later in Organization Change Management (OCM). My first 
experience in OCM occurred way back in the late 1980s and early 1990s before it was 
even called organization change management. In 2006 I volunteered to help the State of 
Texas examine an important economic development program, Texas Emerging 
Technology Fund. The Texas Emerging Technology Fund (ETF) was approaching its 
first anniversary and needed a full evaluation for continued funding. I worked with the 
staff of the Texas Senate Chair of the Oversight Committee. It took several months going 
through the assessment process before presenting my findings in oral testimony and 
written report.  

The Texas Governor’s Office sponsored and managed ETF. A few weeks after I 
submitted the findings I met with a member of the Texas Governor’s Office to go over 
the recommendations. One of my recommendations particularly stood out to him. That 
recommendation involved an addition to the existing ETF project selection process that 
would focus on emerging technology from a demand perspective in addition to ETFs 
supply focus design. To support a demand centered approach we would integrate the 
powerful computers at the University of Texas (UT). The UT computers would automate 
the technology acquisition and utilization process and produce a competitive planning 
and execution tool based on the economic, social and political needs (demand) of Texas.  

The automated process would first identify the social, economic and political growth and 
advancement needs of the Texas eco-system from a competitive perspective. This would 
provide the foundation requirements necessary to achieve world competitive advantage in 
all eco-system institutions. In other words, what is the specific demand, based on eco-
system needs for global competitive advantage in industry, education, capital sourcing 
and government? By knowing the needs of the Texas eco-system based on achieving 
competitive advantage, the exact technologies required for achieving and sustaining 
competitive advantage could be efficiently mapped. This approach would remove the 
limitations of the supply only approach and its sole dependence on what just happens to 
emerge from inventors’ garages. 

With Texas eco-system needs fully understood the program would then support the 
coordination of the output of competitive products and services with the functions of all 
eco-system institutions. For example by knowing industry’s technology needs for 
competitive products and services, academia’s research and workforce development 
programs could be efficiently coordinated all the way to the curriculum level. The 
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“demand centered” planning system would further lower investment risks in capital 
markets by removing market uncertainties in addition to serving as the tool for aligning 
government legislation to support an overall Texas grand technology/competitive strategy. 
This approach, added to the existing supply oriented approach of ETF, would give Texas 
an advanced tool for world competitive advantage while also supporting “garage 
innovators” on the supply side.  

Unknown to me at the time, the system I proposed had characteristics of the Socrates 
system, which the governor’s staff person immediately recognized as he had recently 
attended one of Michael Sekora’s lectures at the University of Texas. As we wrapped up 
the briefing he suggested I meet with Sekora and gave me his contact information. 

At the meeting with Michael Sekora that followed, Sekora walked me through the 
Socrates system, its history and Operation US Forward. Needless to say the Socrates 
system was much more sophisticated and mature than the one I had sketched out for the 
State of Texas but the concept was a match. We became friends brought together through 
a compelling desire to fix US inability to compete, which would if left alone, eventually 
bring us down. We were now on a mission to stop the decline and restore US 
competitiveness through Socrates Automated Innovation. 

Sekora, Socrates and The Automated Innovation Revolution 
"The world is going through radical changes. If the United States and its organizations 
do not fundamentally change the way they compete, the US will become a second-class 
contender on the world stage, and all Americans will have a marked decrease in their 
standard of living." 

Those were the words of Michael Sekora in his briefings to US leadership as solution 
Socrates was planned for nationwide deployment in the late 1980s. To address this issue 
Michael Sekora and the Socrates team had launched the program in 1983, supported by 
the Reagan White House, to enable the US to restore its ability to compete, stop the 
decline from superpower status and take the lead in the next major leap for humankind – 
The Automated Innovation Revolution.  

To understand Socrates and The Automated Innovation Revolution you must first know 
its creator, Michael Sekora. As you get to know him you will see a man who is not 
satisfied in just having an answer. Mike must know everything about it. A Sekora 
solution is holistic and will apply to every possible scenario of the intended application 
and addresses every possible implication. He is the most logical person I have ever 
known. Blessed with a genius level intellect he has a unique ability to search and find 
every element in a problem or opportunity. His approach is systematic and thorough and 
to some observers he may appear to over-engineer problem analysis to get to solutions. 
But when he finishes and presents his findings there are no holes. He has anticipated and 
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addressed every argument. Continued improvement in every component of every solution 
forever pursues perfection. 

A characteristic that has developed in Michael Sekora's objective and otherwise 
respectful, congenial personality is a visible intolerance of conventional thinking, 
practices and tools. Conventional thinking when discussing US competitive problems and 
solutions makes him particularly uneasy. The reason is that conventional thinking is part 
of the problem that we must address. Any connection to conventional thinking, 
buzzwords, methods and tools, in Sekora’s view, can potentially send the wrong message 
about Socrates, technology-based planning and automated innovation.  

Common phrases like “secret sauce,” for example, make him cringe. We were visiting a 
friend of Mike’s who runs an incubator in Austin. During the conversation his friend used 
that phrase, secret sauce, several times as we discussed the incubator’s various projects. 
As the conversation turned to Socrates he ask Mike about the “secret sauce” of Socrates. I 
thought Mike would explode but he controlled himself very well and simply said, 
“secrete sauce is an irrelevant and obsolete concept of a blind decision-making process 
that has been replaced by Socrates and that’s no secret. ”  

That answer is packed with implications that make the heads of traditional thinkers spin 
in all directions. How can a concept like “secret sauce” so engrained in US thinking and 
believed to be absolutely essential in business success be made irrelevant and obsolete? 
You will see, as the story unfolds, how our world competitors made the “secrete sauce” 
approach obsolete many years ago and how Socrates is the US antidote. Technology-
based planning and automated innovation as defined in Socrates are completely outside 
the realm of conventional thinking and practices. It had to be that way because 
conventional thinking and practices were found to be at the root of the problem and the 
problem would not be solved with any part of the same old thinking. 

Sekora’s Early Years 
Michael Sekora, born in Flint, Michigan in 1957 grew up in a family of three generations 
at General Motors. His intimate knowledge of the automotive industry, its rise, struggles 
and decline combined with Sekora’s years in the US intelligence community provided 
him with a unique view of our country’s deterioration and the methods of our adversaries.  

Sekora went to college at the age of fifteen, never finishing high school, on a physics 
scholarship from the University of Michigan. At the time of his recruitment into the CIA, 
Sekora had just finished his Masters of Physics degree at Miami University, Oxford, 
Ohio and was living in New York City. 

Still in his early twenties, during the Carter administration, the US Central Intelligence 
Agency recruited Sekora in 1978 through a letter inviting him to their office in the World 
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Trade Center for a discussion about his future. Sekora subsequently became a CIA officer 
supporting science and technology special operations. 

Shortly after Sekora joined the CIA, President Carter ordered the scaling down of 
"human assets" across all intelligence agencies as they shifted to satellite surveillance as 
the major source of data collection.  

With the agency shifting from human intelligence data collection, Sekora left to pursue 
his PhD in Physics in Texas. However this move turned out to be brief. As he prepared to 
enroll he received another letter from the Department of Navy to join Navy Intelligence. 
Sekora relates that it was a pretty easy decision to put his pursuit of a PhD on hold for a 
more exciting job back in the intelligence community.  

After finishing assignments with Navy Intelligence on highly classified advanced 
submarine technology, he moved to the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) to lead a 
team of specialist whose mission was to stop the flow of technology from the West to the 
Soviets.  

What he discovered in this DIA assignment combined with his concern for the 
accelerating rate of decline of US ability to compete in both private and public sectors, 
ultimately led him to create and direct Project Socrates. 

How It All Began 
Most people have never heard of Ronald Reagan's Project Socrates. Project Socrates 
began as what some refer to as "skunk works" initiated by a young, brilliant physicist and 
intelligence officer, Michael Sekora. Its origin, within US intelligence, and its mission 
that included both commercial and military capability development, made Project 
Socrates classified and not visible to the general public.  

People are curious as to why Sekora named it Project Socrates. Of course Sekora, whose 
second love is philosophy has a perfectly logical answer. Sekora tells of an early briefing 
in which one person in the audience spent the entire time during the briefing trying to 
figure out what the S-O-C-R-A-T-E-S acronym meant. After the briefing he proudly 
approached Sekora and told him of his revelation about the meaning of the acronym. 
Mike cannot recall exactly what that person came up with but decided at that point to 
ensure that in future briefings he would make the naming of the project clear up front. 
Project Socrates was in fact named after the ancient philosopher, Socrates.  

Like the man Socrates, the seeker of a solution had to also be a seeker of the bottom-line 
truth – no more conjecture, assumptions and probability in decision-making. We would 
need to be capable of navigating the world social, economic and political landscape with 
precisely coordinated strategies. To do that we would have to determine the foundation 
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for the universal truths about the world that makes it work and then build a solution from 
that foundation. And so it was that Sekora named the project after the man, Socrates. 

Even though the US government had a policy of not directly conducting competitive data 
collection on its allies, Sekora knew that many of the so-called US “allies” were, in truth, 
executing complex and very aggressive competitive strategies against the US. Their 
competitive strategies involved various levels of intelligence gathering focused on 
technology. In most cases it was just fair competition in which the US was not effectively 
competing. As a result we were rapidly losing ground and had been for some time. We 
had to compete and to do that we would have to understand much more about our 
competitors and the competitive landscape in general without violating protocol. 

Sekora took the position that his program needed to be a global planning system that 
looked at every aspect of competition and it had to be high quality and fact-based. 
Without the capacity to see the truth about worldwide competitiveness we would be 
worse off making decisions based on incorrect assumptions than when we were not 
participating at all. So just as the philosopher Socrates was looking for the bottom-line 
truth in everything, Socrates the program was looking for the bottom-line truth in 
worldwide competitiveness and everything about it from the beginning of time. 

Sekora was also close to the problem in another way. In addition to being the third of 
three generations of his family at GM, his grandfather on the other side was the second 
person hired by Mr. Dow of Dow Chemical. Sekora grew up watching GM in particular 
go from a strong global icon of the US to a thrashing, competitively inept dinosaur 
struggling to survive. At the root of GM's demise was an institutionalized belief system 
built around finance-based planning which, inadvertently with perhaps some level of 
arrogance, ignored competition. 

By now it was obvious that a major transformation must occur for the US to survive and 
with this as a background, Sekora launched Project Socrates in 1983 to address what had 
become commonplace across all US industries and exemplified at GM – finance-based 
planning and its innate inability to address competition. 

Putting it All Together 
The road to what will be Sekora’s legacy began in the field as a CIA officer running 
around Eastern Europe playing cat and mouse with the KGB, as Sekora puts it. From the 
beginning it was clear that, for the most part, the Soviets were not stealing technology, as 
most in the Pentagon believed, but instead we were giving it away. About ninety-five 
percent of the information the Soviets were acquiring was open-source. Focusing on 
aggressive technology acquisition for competitive advantage, they simply had a very 
good way of accessing and extracting valuable data from open source. 
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The open-source data combined with a little traditional espionage and connecting the dots 
gave the Soviets all they needed to outmaneuver us in technology acquisition. While the 
Soviets were maneuvering in the technologyspace we, as Sekora describes it, “played 
financial shell games in the marketplace” where technology was simply a budget item to 
justify R&D initiatives – our favorite source of technology acquisition. 

The US approach was to look at the budget, determine how much to put into technology 
development by making a list of those technologies required to build the projected 
weaponry based on battlefield models (what could be seen in the marketplace), and then 
fund those projects. R&D was and remains yet today a major budget item. This may 
sound reasonable to readers given the training and education we in the US have received 
but before you finish, I hope you can make the shift from this finance-oriented approach 
to technology-based planning as automated and systematized in Project Socrates.  

While we were massively outspending the Soviets in defense related R&D they were 
clearly outmaneuvering us in the acquisition and utilization of the world’s technology for 
competitive advantage. These are two completely different mindsets. So as our generals 
continued to approve and execute budgets routinely performing their jobs to protect 
America, something was obviously not working. Of course the conventional thinking that 
dominated DoD simply lobbies for additional R&D spending as the obvious solution. I 
assume the thinking was and remains that if two or three times R&D spending does not 
solve the problem five or six times competitor spending is needed.   

Countering the general obsession throughout the US of focusing on R&D spending vs. 
maneuvering in the world's total field of technology, as our competitors were doing, 
would become a major factor in the Socrates solution. This discovery was important in 
reinforcing the way Sekora and a few of his colleagues had learned to think about 
technology, strategy and competitiveness.  

Sekora and his team also saw that the Soviet Union was not only looking at the US for 
technology but was scouring the world to find the source and capability of all 
technologies. It was a holistic, both offensive and defensive technology-based approach 
to competitive advantage that grossly expanded potential cross-pollination opportunities 
way beyond the “R&D first” approach of US institutions. R&D was only a relatively 
small factor, certainly not the keystone of competitive advantage in the Soviet Union’s 
competitive strategy1. With superior ability in efficient acquisition and utilization of the 
world’s technology, all other factors were falling into place for the Soviets.  

                                                
1 Because technology is the source of all competitive advantage, as concluded through 
Socrates worldwide research on competitiveness (see Appendix One, Ten Findings), 
technology strategy and competitive strategy are considered synonymous and used 
interchangeable throughout this book.  
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In the process Sekora could not help also seeing that other countries, including some of 
our closest allies, were doing the same as the Soviets. Since the US historically spends 
enormous amounts of money on R&D2 absent of an effective overall technology strategy, 
the US has been and remains the favorite choice of competitors for "acquiring" 
technology. With effective technology strategies our competitors easily "cherry pick" US 
R&D innovations and integrate them systematically into coherent technology strategies 
that leapfrog them ahead for competitive advantage.  

What Sekora and team also saw was that our astute technology-based competitors had 
learned to acquire and then protect their acquired technologies, proprietary or not, by 
executing “defensive encirclements." Defensive encirclements are technology strategy 
maneuvers that serve to disrupt, among other things, acquisition of technology by 
competitors. In this way our competitors, unfathomable to US institutions, protect their 
thread technologies. These astute technology-based planning competitors subsequently 
evolved into sophisticated managers of their technologyspace to our detriment. 

Sekora states: 

"The Socrates team studied all competition worldwide and found that technology-
based planning is the natural, intuitive planning foundation and has been from 
the beginning of time. But technology-based planning has been practiced, 
intuitively, as an art. Even today in successful companies like Apple (under Steve 
Jobs) and Microsoft the art of technology-based planning has been the foundation 
for planning and subsequent success in the marketplace.  

What we did in Socrates was to take the art of technology-based planning, create 
an architectural structure of the art consisting of closed sets of universal truths 
and then built a system with methods and tools so that the art became a science 
capable of systematic execution with highly predicable outcomes. It is a major 
breakthrough."   

The Japanese were particularly advanced in technology-based planning. The Japanese 
Miracle was based on the systematic development and deployment of a sophisticated 
technology-based planning system to bring Japan back from rubble in a relatively few 
short years. By the early 1960s Japan was already becoming a respectable competitor. By 
the 1980s they were approaching dominance in key industries at the expense of the US. It 
is important to note that during the economic rise of Japan, very few resources were spent 
on R&D. R&D as an effective technology acquisition tool is discussed more in depth in 
Chapter 4. 
                                                
2 Battelle and R&D Magazine, 2012 Global R&D Funding Forecast, R&D Magazine 
page 5, December 2011 
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Sekora observed that our competitors had been winning in the marketplace for over 
twenty years because they compete by maneuvering in the total field of all technologies 
(He later labeled this the technologyspace) to win in the marketplace. At the same time 
the US competitive approach was to overwhelm competition with financial resources to 
win the footrace for the next technology breakthrough only to lose in the marketplace. 
The thinking was that since we have huge amounts of money we can outspend our 
competitors in R&D and gain competitive advantage by winning the footrace to next 
breakthrough. 

"The false premise of US planners throughout our economic system institutions is 
that the more money spent on R&D increases competitiveness in direct 
proportion."  

Team Socrates concluded that this financially driven line of thinking that permeated our 
planning and decision-making processes was flawed in two ways. The first flawed 
premise is that R&D spending is the source of competitive advantage and second, R&D 
breakthroughs automatically provide competitive advantage in the marketplace.  

Both parts of this thinking deemed, finance-based planning are wrong and resulted in the 
competitive vulnerability of the US in every aspect. Unfortunately both assumptions 
continue to be embraced in America yet today.  

On the other hand, the strategy of our technology-based competitors was much more 
effective. Any expected competitive advantage from US R&D initiatives is neutralized 
before product or service containing the breakthrough technology enters the marketplace. 

Our competitors like Japan, S. Korea and China commonly use technology-based 
planning maneuvers such as these offensive encirclements as they are called in Socrates. 
Offensive encirclement maneuvers systematically tie up all constituent technologies 
around a technology breakthrough. Constituent technologies are essential to develop, 
commercialize, manufacture and market the products enabled through the new 
technology US R&D projects just financed. Through astute maneuvers in the 
technologyspace competitors not only nullify the assumed market advantage of US 
technology breakthroughs, but as the results of these maneuvers surface in the 
marketplace they further influence US researcher decisions through every step from 
development to production and then to commercialization. Of course our competitors 
encourage us to continue this R&D footrace because in the end, they will own the 
manufacturing and eventually the entire market. And winning in the marketplace is what 
is important, not winning the footrace. 

The solution was obvious to the Socrates team; we must shift from finance-based to 
technology-based planning. Sekora concludes:  
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"Finance-based planning as the foundation for all planning is the source of the 
US death spiral. We must exchange the financial spreadsheet as the foundation 
tool for a Technologyspace Map® as the basis for all planning and decision 
execution.”  

Based on these preliminary conclusions and his hands-on background in US industry, 
Sekora was unusually capable of connecting the dots and building a solution.  

 


