
The Progress Instinct
Activating the human instinct to move things forward in times of crisis
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Sylvain Labs is a strategy and design consultancy.

We help companies seize the reality and potential of their 
business, products and brands. And we do that through 
science and whimsy. Founded in 2010, wholly independent, 
and a Certified B Corporation.
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CLIENTS
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What will be the new normal?
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How will we create the new normal?



S Y L V A I N    L A B S T H E    P R O G R E S S    I N S T I N C T





















What do we do?
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Viktor, brother Walter & sister Stella
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Life is never made unbearable by 
circumstances, but only by lack of 

meaning and purpose.

VIKTOR FRANKL
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>$250,000,000,000
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Passively wait for change
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Proactively push for progress



S Y L V A I N    L A B S T H E    P R O G R E S S    I N S T I N C T

THE SURVIVAL INSTINCT 
FIGHT       FLIGHTor
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“Stress throws your brain into primitive 
survival mode; it’s hardwired to react that way. 
In response, your brain hijacks blood from 
your more rational, creative regions to fuel the 
physiology of ‘fight or flight.”’ 

CYNTHIA ACKRILL, MD
PHYSICIAN AND STRESS EXPERT
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The progress instinct:
our human drive to move forward in the face of threat
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If there is no struggle, 
there is no progress.

FREDERICK DOUGLASS
ORATOR, STATESMAN, ABOLITIONIST
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“We study history not to know the future but to widen 
our horizons, to understand that our present situation 
is neither natural nor inevitable, and that we 
consequently have many more possibilities before us 
than we imagine.” 

YUVAL NOAH HARARI, 
AUTHOR OF SAPIENS: A BRIEF HISTORY OF HUMANKIND



Progressive Focus
Companies that deploy the optimal 
combination of defense and offense

37%

29%

26%

21%

Pragmatic Focus
Companies that combine defensive 
and offensive moves

Promotion Focus
Companies that invest more in 
offensive moves

Prevention Focus
Companies that only make 
defensive moves

Odds that companies 
will significantly 
outgrow their 
rivals after a 
recession
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“Stocks sunk. Companies folded. 
Fortunes were lost, and the 
American economy started to 
slip down a slow mudslide that 
would end up in full-on 
recession.”

Time Magazine,
What Did We Learn From the Dotcom Stock Bubble of 2000?
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Workforce cut 

11%
R&D expenditure

reduced

12%
Capital expenditure

reduced

23%



13%
Increase in R&D 

expenditure in 2001
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how will you progress 
in today’s crisis?



S Y L V A I N    L A B S T H E    P R O G R E S S    I N S T I N C T



S Y L V A I N    L A B S T H E    P R O G R E S S    I N S T I N C T

macro-shifts
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Shift 1 

RePRIORITIZED Energy
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Shift 2

Collective Care
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Shift 3

mainstream Activism
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Shift 4

TRANSPARENCY REIGNS
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Shift 5

Mindful Checkups 





RePRIORITIZED 
energy

Collective 
Care

Mainstream 
Activism

TRANSPARENCY 
REIGNS

Mindful 
Checkups 
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Alain Sylvain

sylvainlabs.com

@sylvainlabs

@alainthierrysylvain


