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To the many parents, educators, counselors, and
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Preface

Since 2008, I have been coaching, advising, and speaking to thousands of people on the topic of “reinventing yourself.” At one of these events, I asked the audience, “How many of you are working in something you are truly passionate about and are happy in your career?” Less than 20 percent of the people in the room raised their hands, and they did so tentatively. After confirming this at other events and with a number of professional coaches, I realized I wanted to do something to help, and I began to outline and write this book.

This book is inspired by my belief that your career and your life are yours to own. Why let life and work manage you? You can be “the boss of you” by making empowering decisions for yourself that have you working on things you love and that keep you motivated. Being “the boss of you” means taking a self-directed approach to managing your life and career and being planful, thoughtful, and inspired to achieve your true potential.

I begin in Chapter 1 by outlining my philosophy of life and success. Everyone has experiences in life that challenge them—I call these events contrast. If you ground yourself in an operating model of love and build mental discipline and emotional intelligence, you will be able to use these challenges to learn and grow. In Chapter 2, I discuss basic skills that you need to develop to support the self-empowered approach I advocate: self-awareness, avoiding artificial limits, courage, resilience, persistence, discipline, and focus. In Chapter 3, I turn to using an explorer mentality to discover the work you like best, a process that you might engage in several times over the course of your life. In Chapter 4, I teach you how to use the planning tool called Vision-Strategy-Execution-Metric. In Chapter 5, I describe the benefits of developing a learner’s mindset and how to use it to align your behavior with your vision. The central focus of Chapter 6 is communicating with others about your VSE, including building a personal brand statement, matching your vision to opportunities, and building a bench of supporters. In Chapter 7, I discuss how to build and maintain an attitude that supports your career vision and how to use inside-out, outside-in thinking to create your dream job. In Chapter 8, I discuss internal roadblocks and barriers that you create and how to let them go so you don’t hold yourself back. In Chapter 9, I return to planning and look at how you can use thoughtful planning to integrate important elements of work and life in a way that’s effective for you. And in the last chapter, I return to key aspects of all the skills and explore how to manage major workplace challenges such as discrimination and working with other people who aren’t like you.

I wish you well on your journey!

~ Jeanne


1. You Are Who You Are Because of Your Choices

Accept responsibility for your life. Know that it is you who will get you where you want to go, no one else.

Les Brown

I am very thankful for the success I have achieved in my career and life. I get to work with amazing people and do things that I never thought possible. Looking at my life and career, one might think that I grew up with all of the privileges and all the best advisors. The assumption is that I am someone from a nice town with good schools, my family had money and connections, and I thrived in the life I was supposed to live. None of that is the case.


A Challenged Beginning

I grew up a daughter of immigrant families who had tough lives, and I had personal and family challenges. We lived in Lawrence, Massachusetts, a town of immigrants from all parts of the world, trying to find a better life living in a city with a depressed economy and a high crime rate.



That being said, I would not trade anything in my past for something better because it made me the person I am today, and that is someone who I am quite comfortable with.

One recent day in Boston, I was shopping down Newbury Street and ran into a younger version of myself at Max Mara, my favorite clothing store. In the store, a woman in her early twenties greeted me and started to lead me to a number of irresistible pieces that were just my style. She engaged me as a person and told me her story about coming to Boston for school and earning her way through college. She is from Colombia and had a very warm, engaging style that immediately sucked me in. Meeting her made me remember my past and reflect on my present. I feel for her to have to work full time while going through school, but I know from experience that this will work in spades for her in the end.

My story is similar to hers. My parents were not college educated but both of them were very smart, and although they had their problems, we all loved each other. When times were good, they were really good. When times were bad, they were really bad. We lived a life of extremes—a life of contrast.

My father was a striking man—tall and good-looking with intense eyes. He spent much of his early adult life serving in the Air Force during wartime. His battlefield experiences created many demons for him, which came out through alcoholism.

He was self-educated and a tinkerer. All of our electronics at home were constantly in a state of disarray because he liked to pull apart and reassemble our TVs, stereos, and even our car. Nothing in our house worked. He was fascinated with technology and had many different jobs—none that he held too long because he would get bored or clearly was not living the dream in the workplace. When he finally had a great job as a member of the technical support staff for the first Apollo mission to the moon (he was essentially a technical writer), he felt disenfranchised by the lack of control over his work and once again drank himself into unemployment.

I loved my father. He was witty, clever, a real adventurer, and full of life when he was doing what he loved. Unfortunately, and like many people I have met, he spent most of his life doing things he did not like.

My mom played the role of parent and disciplinarian to my father and me, and we would challenge her quite a bit. She did not stand a chance with the two of us kids until something happened: He died. My father was my best friend, my co-adventurer in the back woods of Canada and Maine, and I lost him when I was 12 years old—just when I was starting to understand who I was.

Looking back, I think it was my voracious appetite for learning through experience and how I enjoyed discovering the unknown or finding a new, untouched path—qualities I got from my dad—that helped me get through this very difficult time.


Building Resilience and Strength

After my dad died, taking on adult responsibilities was not a choice; it was survival. Our family had both financial and emotional problems. A deep love between my mother and father and my mother’s discipline, strength, persistence, and level head in a crisis had kept the family together through our troubles. But when my father died at 38, my brother, mother, and I were left to pull ourselves back from a slide into poverty. After my father died, my mother developed several health problems that challenged keeping the family together. My brother and I had to live with other family members and friends while my mother recovered.



During this time, my priority—I was the oldest—was to get my family through this crisis and out of survival mode as soon as possible. I knew there was more to life than survival, but I also realized that dreaming without purpose and doing without a strategy would result in a goalless life without direction or purpose. Having lived through my father’s choices and his less-than-purposeful life, I was not interested in making that same mistake. I went to work at age 12, learned how to support myself and take care of my family, and kept working all the way through college. Although they were difficult and scary, these experiences accelerated my development. As a young child, I was very shy, being an only child for the first 10 years of my life. When my dad died, I realized being shy wasn’t going to work for me. I loved fashion and clothes, and did not want to do without; I was determined to have a great life. So I did anything legal and creative to earn money and build my confidence. I even went to hairdressing school so I could earn money while going to college. I liked doing creative things and working with other people to help them feel good about themselves. This became a way for me to also feel good about myself—particularly at a time when I operated my life without a safety net.

Sometimes when life became overwhelming, I would have to talk myself into a path forward. I would tell myself that things would work out for us as a family if we simply stayed positive and had each other. I used to watch a lot of old movies, the kind with happy endings, which gave me an escape from the tough times. Even though I did not know what lay in front of me, I had deep faith that somehow this would all work out. My mom, friends’ moms, aunts, and teachers would tell me that many great people came from nothing and from great adversity, and that where I came from did not have to define me. Of course, there were others who would tell me the opposite, but I did what I could to block them out.

If I wanted to have anything—a good home, better opportunities, and a better life—I knew I had to get to work and earn money. So, at 12 I got a job at a local retailer, even though I had to lie about my age (that caught up with me eventually). The funny thing is that I knew I was shy and fearful of speaking with people I did not know. But if there was a product to sell or common ground, like music or fashion, it made opening the conversation a bit easier.

The clothing store I worked at was a pleasant place to work. It helped me get things I needed, and it surrounded me with people who gave me great experiences and helped me get out of my shell. This first job gave me some early insight into fashion, and because I also liked music—lots of musicians hung around there—it felt like a job with big benefits. The staff and management were nice and protective of me because of my situation. And they felt bad when social security came knocking at their door—I was underage, oops!—and they had to let me go.

The good news was I was on my journey to be less shy and more outgoing—a major boost to my future job potential. I had to fake being outgoing at first, but the more I talked to strangers the easier it got and the better I was in connecting with them. Because I was young, I was always trying to improve myself. I dreamed and imagined a lot about what I could be and what I wanted to be, and I paid attention to elements of what I liked in other people. I tried emulating their behavior in hopes that I would get more comfortable with myself; I thought mimicking their confidence would get me through my fear of rejection or lack of confidence. Those years were like a roller coaster. They had amazing highs and lows. I was proud of what I was doing for my age and how I was breaking through my fears, but also lived in the reality of the big climb ahead to get to college and into a great life.

Even though I felt I was on my own, I came to realize that I could turn to family, friends, and teachers for advice and help. These people would give me other perspectives and support. A friend’s mom, Deloris Waterman, used to pump me up with her view of my potential and by describing what life could hold for me every time I went over to their house. I went over there as often as I could. She was an educated woman and the wife of a lawyer from a prominent family. Although they had fallen on hard times, she had been places and had known famous people, and she had great faith in me. Her faith in me helped build my confidence. My mother was also a great source of inspiration as she began to pull herself out of her health problems and make better choices that helped get us back on our feet. She loved both my brother and me deeply and would always make us feel valued and important. That is a gift that I choose to repay and pay forward with others whenever I can because I know how powerful it was for me to receive it.


Empower Yourself

These early hardships taught me to embrace the power of me, because in my heart I knew that I had to take charge of my future. It is through these experiences that I developed my philosophy about work and life. I developed a strong determination to have a big and joyful life and not accept less than what I wanted from the future. It was clear to me then, as it is now, that there is more to life than what my parents experienced. I wanted everything, a great life and a rewarding, worthwhile career, and I knew that working to get what I wanted did not have to mean sacrificing who I was. Ultimately, these experiences gave me the knowledge, skills, and practice I needed to develop a very successful career.



We all know people whose early lives were difficult but whose choices on how to deal with it were what set them up for their lives ahead. We have all heard the stories of many famous and successful people who came from nothing and were able to build great lives for themselves. A privileged background is not necessarily an advantage or a criterion for achieving success. Think about Bill Clinton, Oprah Winfrey, David Geffen, Barack Obama, Patti Smith, Sally Jessy Raphael, Jim Carrey, and Jeannette Walls, among many others. All of these people have two things in common: they are at the top of their game in their professions today, and they had periods in their lives characterized by economic or personal tragedy.

Success isn’t the result of random good luck or confidence fairies. In my case, no privileged background or parents’ connections helped me along the way. Although hard work is involved with success, there is more to it than that. Even though most folks are knowledgeable about their area of expertise and have a few ideas about what drives personal success, they still struggle to get the outcome they want out of their careers. What I discovered from my experiences and from observing others is that the ability to succeed has a formula. There are some general principles involved in achieving success, and you can apply these principles to your life and your career.


How Successful People Create Their Success

In my current job(s) leading Cisco’s education business and technical services strategy along with being the founder and CEO of the Internet of Things (IoT) Talent Consortium, I work with all types of people from all walks of life in business, government, and technology. I have had the opportunity to meet and work with some of the most interesting, successful business leaders in the world, many of whom inspired me throughout my career and even inspired me to write this book. We will discuss not just their points of view on success, but also what they look for when hiring people and who they give opportunities to when they have great jobs to offer. I am hoping that this unique vantage point can help you think about your journey and how to create your own success.



Successful individuals share some behaviors. They have a purpose. They put people first but also stay true to who they are and to their own goals and dreams. They are constantly developing their self-awareness and an awareness of their environment. In fact, they are very curious—about themselves, other people, and how things work—and understand the power of relationships, shared wisdom, and experience. And they never give up, even after a failure. Being a learner and being resilient are key.

They are very disciplined in managing their lives and managing accomplishments. They embrace simplicity. And they act with empathy, kindness, regard for others, and compassion for themselves and others. They acknowledge that what is human has precedence over objects and material things.

I have found that the most powerful teachers of these skills, attitudes, and behaviors are the challenges that you encounter throughout your life. Unlike the popular belief that life happens to you and you have no control over it, I believe, as do many other successful people, that what you do, how you feel, how you think, and how you react to life are always a matter of choice. You decide who you want to be and how to operate your life. You make decisions on how to deal with others and with the challenges in the world, and only you can create your life experience. More than 1,500 years ago, Marcus Aurelius wrote: “Our actions may be impeded by them, but there can be no impeding our intentions or our dispositions. Because we can accommodate and adapt. The mind adapts and converts to its own purposes the obstacle to our acting. The impediment to action advances action. What stands in the way becomes the way.”1 Smart guy.


Contrast Shows You What You Want

Life challenges create contrast, the difference between where you are and where you would like to be. Contrast can produce exactly the opportunities you need in order to learn and develop the skills that will help you achieve success. Don’t be afraid of failure or moments of adversity. You can make these work for you.



Contrast is the key to becoming clear about what you want out of life. It creates a defining moment. It has been my greatest teacher, and you will hear from many great leaders that they learn more from their failure than from their success. Experience what you don’t want, and you become clear about what you do want and what you are willing to do to get it. And when you are clear about what you want, you can develop a vision, goals, and a plan that will take you there. People who are successful have succeeded because they have learned everything they can from the contrast that occurs in their lives. There is no greater motivator for success than seeing what it is like to not be successful! Take it from me, contrast can really light you up and create great ambition and momentum.

Part of using contrast and experiences to your advantage is treating them as a gift. Those years of early challenges and working through them successfully built within me a great sense of self and a good amount of confidence. I have become very comfortable with my strengths and shortcomings; I make no apologies for not trying to be something I am not. I have used what I like and what I don’t like to develop a strong internal compass that guides my career and my life, which has been multi-faceted and incredibly rewarding. My compass has enabled me to take risks and chances with every opportunity and to make decisions with clarity and focus. I was and am determined to have a great life—more than what my parents had—and I have not allowed my early bad experiences to recur in my own family or career. Seeing my father turn to alcohol instead of choosing a better career and working hard for what he wanted was a great contrasting experience for me because I got to see and live through the result, which was not very good. Seeing family members who got educated and had important jobs and great family lives, along with reading about other people who were successful, became great inspirations for me to see the connection between strategies, life decisions, and results.


Contrast Doesn’t Need to Be Big to Work for You

Many people who achieved success or reached their goals in life did so by getting clarity of vision through contrast or adversity. Their experiences when they got less than what they wanted, or perhaps deserved, helped them launch their dreams. And they made an empowered response to contrast.



We have all felt contrast from time to time, even if it was not a big life event. If, for example, you wanted to play soccer as a kid but you got knocked down and others would make fun of your inexperience, you might react in a few different ways. 1. Get the names and numbers of the kids who made fun of you and put a contract out on them the first chance you had (not a wise choice). 2. Study what the good players did that made them better and get inspired about what you could do to improve. Perhaps get advice on improvements and double the practice time on these areas (a much better choice). Or 3. Come to the conclusion that the experienced players were just better than you and there was nothing you could do about it (not a great choice if you want to succeed).

A very powerful example of success on a grand scale is the iconic CEO of Cisco systems, John Chambers. I have had the privilege of working with him for most of my career, and he will go down in the books as one of the best CEOs of all times. Although he had a great start in life, being the son of two educated and well-to-do professionals, John struggled with dyslexia, which challenged him all through school. If he did not power through this challenge and use it to motivate his performance, we would not have seen John’s great success as CEO of Cisco Systems. To achieve these kinds of results, you have to let every experience that comes at you—good and bad—inspire you and teach you. And you must use every learning experience as an opportunity to grow and become your best vision of you.

Many famous people in business, science, entertainment, and sports come from backgrounds of contrast. They did not have the resources or the advantages of others, and yet they live bigger than life. At some point, each of these people felt like they weren’t where they wanted to be, whether that was about wealth, love, power, fame, creativity, intelligence, and so on.

People who become successful respond to contrast by looking at it as a life lesson. When you have a moment of failure or a bad experience, the emotional side of you asks, “What happened? How did I get to this place I don’t want to be?” This response to contrast helps you examine your choices, both past and future, and it is part of how contrast gives you the experience to know what you want. Contrast experiences also propel you to think about solutions to achieve what you want. Rather than feeling victimized by failure or adversity (that internal voice saying someone did this to me or why do bad things happen to me), the person headed for success feels empowered and has a burning desire to improve the situation and move through the element of contrast quickly so that they can be happy, improve their lives, and reach their goals. They spend just enough time as needed to reflect on what happened and as much time as possible moving quickly to solutions and getting where they want to be. Note to self and others: don’t focus on the problem, focus on the solution!


Push toward Change or Shrink from It, It’s Your Choice

When they feel contrast, many people push themselves to change it. You can respond to contrast by shrinking from it or by trying to leverage the lesson and gain clarity on what you need to do now. You can be empowered to resolve contrast, or you can be disempowered and run from it. Do you meet contrast with fear and loathing, or do you greet it with a sense that you can create a good path or new outcome that will make a difference in your life? Shaq O’Neal, one of the best basketball players of all times, once said that his teachers told him that he would never amount to anything. Instead of believing them, he chose to prove them wrong, and he used this negative influence to drive and motivate himself to be the best at his craft.



Although some people use early life challenges to launch themselves on a path to success, others with similarly difficult early experiences make different choices and end up with different outcomes. This is important: their choices—what they decided to think and do—led to different outcomes: a new beginning or something else.

Think about Michael Oher, who grew up in the ghetto of Memphis, Tennessee. Michael Oher’s story is so extraordinary and inspirational that it was made into a feature movie, The Blind Side, based on the bestseller of the same name by Michael Lewis. Oher himself has written an autobiography, I Beat the Odds, to tell his story from his own point of view. You may think Michael Oher got where he is today because he was lucky. He was definitely in the right place at the right time to get into a good private school. But Oher was in the right place at the right time because he understood what he wanted out of life and because of his own hard work. In spite of his disadvantaged background, he accepted help when it was offered, took the opportunities that came his way, and worked hard toward the goals he set for himself. In his autobiography Oher says, “Even though it wasn’t the easier way, I decided that I wanted to be one of the kids who was actually working toward the goal, prepping myself for the kind of life I wanted. ... In the end, I realized any success I might have would come down to two things: 1) finding good people to surround myself with; and 2) taking responsibility for myself.”2

Our choices make a difference. They drive our outcomes in one direction or another. You make different choices in response to contrast—choices about how to use your energy and how to pursue your desires—and these choices will influence your next experiences and outcomes.

In the end, if you wish it to, contrast helps you create clarity about what you want and inspires you to take the action you need to get what you want. How you respond to contrast and your attitude toward the events in your life make all the difference. In his play No Exit, Jean Paul Sartre said, “A man is what he wills himself to be.”3 Although some of what happens to us in life might be random, our responses don’t have to be.


Choose Love When Fear Calls

What we do—including what we think—is influenced by our attitudes and outlook about ourselves and life. In Man’s Search for Meaning, Holocaust survivor and psychiatrist Viktor Frankl said, “Between a stimulus and a response there is a space. In that space is our power to choose our response. In our response lies our growth and our freedom. The last of human freedoms is to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances.”4



Although at age 12 I had not heard of Viktor Frankl, in the months after my father died I learned the lesson he describes. I could choose how I felt about my life at any time. But then the grief from his loss and my fears for my family would wash over me, and it would get me down.

I learned another important lesson at that time. Sitting with Deloris Waterman and my mother and listening to them talk about my potential and about what life could hold for me, I felt loved and cherished. I felt the same while I was working because I was good at what I did and I was successful. This success helped to balance out the other negative things going on around me when I was being bullied or looked down on at school because of my background.

And so you have love on the one hand, and fear on the other. If you ground yourself in love, you see the world in one way. If you let fear guide you, you see the world another way.

Frankl went on to say later, “... I saw the truth as it is set into song by so many poets, proclaimed as the final wisdom by so many thinkers. The truth—that Love is the ultimate and highest goal to which man can aspire. Then I grasped the meaning of the greatest secret that human poetry and human thought and belief have to impart: The salvation of man is through love and in love.” What he is talking about is your ability to look at any situation from a sense of love and appreciation, or at least from empathy rather than fear or loathing.


Two Operating Models: Love and Fear

I believe there are really only two operating models for how you perceive the world, and let’s be clear about this: How you see the world determines both the way you feel about the world around you and the way you behave in response. Like Frankl, I think one of these operating models is love. The other is fear. (See Figure 1-1.) Choosing your operating model—yes, I said choosing your operating model—will ground you either in positive and good feelings or negative and distrustful feelings as you experience life.
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Figure 1-1 The Love-Versus-Fear Continuum



If you choose love as your operating model, you will perceive the world as a good place and people as generally good by nature. You treat yourself and others well and expect to be treated well by others; you trust others unless they demonstrate untrustworthiness; and you work toward win-wins in your life and in business. You care more about getting things done and doing things the best way you can and less about being right. Likewise, you care less about your ego. You respect other people and their choices and don’t take things personally or too seriously. You find joy in many things, have sad moments, and are resilient when things get tough. And when things get tough enough to knock you down, you don’t stay down long.

If your operating model is fear, then you will either be scared to try new things, which will hold you back, or you will feel angry you are not getting what you want while others are. You look at the lack of things rather than appreciate what you have. You are suspicious of others, think the world is unfair, and believe that you can do nothing to change your circumstances.

It’s easy to feel fear. The most primitive part of our brain is hardwired to react to the unknown with fear because in the past this trait helped us survive as a species. We haven’t lost that survival instinct. It is natural for people to fear anything that is unfamiliar, but it does not need to rule your behavior.

Fear is not an operating model you want to choose. Of course, you sometimes must operate from fear for short intervals, when you must do something risky or when something makes you uncomfortable, but you never want to live there. Operating from a position of fear can create a death spiral if you stay there for long periods of time. It is hard to be positive or hopeful when you are in fear because your ability to think realistically shuts down and you imagine all the worst things that could happen. A prolonged negative point of view can freeze you in place and immobilize you.5

Most of us try to live in the operating model of love. We are born with the ability to get enjoyment from socializing with others and from new experiences. We also are born with the capacity to give and receive, to laugh and find joy and beauty everywhere it exists.


Stay Out of the Bubble, Stay Off Autopilot

Although many people want to operate from a position of love and respect, they sometimes find themselves blinded by their own perspective or self-focused thoughts. We tend to get distracted by our thoughts and immediate needs and to hyper-focus on our own point of view. This self-centered focus can put our thoughts and emotions in a bubble. When you operate from your own bubble, you are not perceiving the world around you; your mind is working in overdrive and creating doubts and fear, or even giving you the wrong information. In the end, this cripples your ability to be successful.



Living in a bubble of fear or negativity happens to everyone from time to time. But fear does not have to be your operating model. The important thing is to choose your operating model and stay within it as much as you can.

Most of the time, we live on autopilot. When we engage in everyday life, we rely on habits and we react to things without considering every decision. If I didn’t have my morning routine, I would be lost. At the same time, when it comes to big decisions and important events, I stop and think, plan carefully, and choose to be proactive rather than reactive. For the important things in my life, I make sure I have the space between stimulus and response that Frankl talks about.

But underlying it all, I have an operating model that underpins my habits and routines. That operating model is love.

It’s important to understand that we can choose our operating model. If we don’t consciously choose an operating model, our unconscious processes will choose one for us, and it will probably be fear.


A Bucket List for Success

Five things account for about 75 percent of success: self-discipline, clarity, ambition, alignment, and attitude. For me these are choices in approach and behavior. I’ve learned them throughout my career, the same as I learned to develop my operating model and emotional intelligence. At every turn, they have led me to take control of myself and my circumstances. In other words, I am the boss of me!



What does it mean to be “the boss of me?” At work and in life, before you report to anyone else, you report to you. You are in charge. You decide where to take your life and career. You determine your path. To achieve success, you find mentors and collaborate with them. You create and manage your own destiny with an internal map and compass, skills, knowledge, and practice. These enable you to become capable of incredible accomplishment and leadership.

Your internal map and compass are made up of your operating model, self-knowledge, and self-discipline. Your values and the life lessons you have learned are your guide.

Think about the people you like to be around and spend time with. I bet that they are self-motivated, comfortable in their shoes, and enjoying life. You can get to the same place. By the time you finish reading this book, you will have an action plan that will help you engage in self-development and manage a career for a successful life.


Build the Self-Empowered Road to Success

What do you need in order to become your boss? One element includes gaining a better perspective of yourself. A key to gaining that perspective is emotional intelligence, which I talk about in Chapters 2 and 5.



In the realm of your career, you need a good perspective about what a company or organization wants from you. You’ll need to develop the ability to blend your self-perspective with an organization’s perspective in order to create a career plan that will lead to success within that organization. If you are the boss of the company called “you,” then whoever you work with are your customers. And every successful company knows its customers well and what value it can bring to those customers.

To become your boss and be successful, you need to build the following qualities into your approach to life:

• Self-awareness (know your strengths and weaknesses)

• A will to avoid artificial limits

• An explorer-mentality about yourself, your passion, and how you fit into the world

• Curiosity to seek out the right people and information and the willingness to learn

• Resilience, persistence, and courage

• A positive attitude

• Thoughtful planning

• Discipline and focus

• Ambition to set goals and take action

• A willingness to evolve and innovate; to grow and lean into trends; or to create your own trends.

You can think of these as basic career survival skills and success behaviors, what it takes to be successful and happy in any job or any role. (See Figure 1-2.) But these skills take you beyond survival. What lies beyond career survival is your dream job or jobs (because many of us will have multiple dream jobs as we adapt and evolve through our lives). We each spend an enormous amount of time at work—about 90,000 hours over the course of an average work life.6 So it makes sense to create a dream job or series of dream jobs and really live your life in a big way.
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Figure 1-2 Basic Career Survival Skills



Many people characterize these skills as personality traits or as qualities that people are born with. They are not inherent qualities present in a person from birth. They are behaviors that you learn from experiences or from activities that you engage in by choice. And they are behaviors that you should use and practice after you have learned them and become skilled at over time. It makes no difference whether these skills come to you naturally or whether you proactively seek to learn them. What matters is that you continue to develop and practice these skills by actively using them. Learn, master, and practice these skills throughout your life.

I discuss these skills throughout the different chapters in this book. I’ve already talked some about self-discipline. In Chapter 2, I focus on self-awareness; avoiding artificial limits; courage, resilience, and persistence; and discipline and focus. In Chapter 3, I talk about how to develop yourself and use an explorer mentality. In Chapter 4, I discuss the planning tool called Vision-Strategy-Execution. Chapter 5 addresses the learner’s mindset, among other things. The central focus of Chapter 6 is how to use your VSE to develop a personal brand and network. In Chapter 7, I discuss building an attitude that supports you and how to use inside-out, outside-in thinking. In Chapter 8, I look at internal roadblocks and barriers and how to let them go. In Chapter 9, I return to planning and look at how you can use thoughtful planning to integrate important elements of work and life in a way that’s effective for you. And in the last chapter, I return to key aspects of all the skills and explore how to manage major workplace challenges such as discrimination or working with other people who aren’t like you.


Happiness First

Most people think that when they achieve success, they will be happy. They say to themselves, “When I have this job and the other things I want, I will be happy.” But according to psychologist Shawn Achor, and most successful people, this is backwards. The reality is that happiness leads to success.7 Happiness is a state of mind and an attitude that you create, not a collection of satisfied wants. You can create happiness almost any time you want—it’s a state of mental and emotional well-being—because it comes from inside you.



I have traveled around the world, met people from almost every country, and found happy people at both upper and lower ends of the economic ladder. Your economic status doesn’t create or prevent happiness. Some of the least happy people I have met are in reasonable shape financially, but they missed the boat on friendships, meaningful work, and a sense of purpose. They chased money but failed to develop the skills for happiness, missed out in family and purposeful work, and don’t know how to get to the life they wish they had.

In the first The World Happiness Report, economists John Helliwell, Richard Layard, and Jeffrey Sachs reported on research about who is happiest, where they live, and what factors contribute to happiness. Their research shows that some of the happiest people are those connected with society, their village, their community, and their friends.8 They are people who are enjoying their work, earning enough income to provide for basic needs, and working in jobs that match their talents. They are not necessarily rich, but have enough income to live safely, eat, and have the basics. They do not depend on money to be happy. The lesson here is that if you have enough income to cover the basics you need to survive, you can be happy. You do not need to have the best material possessions to be in the happiness zone.9

The least happy people I have met are those living in wealthy countries—the sorts of countries where you would think people would have much to be happy about. In contrast, I have observed great happiness in Thailand, India, and the poorest parts of the world. People living in these countries greet you with a smile and wishes of good health and joy, even when they don’t know you. They have an inner joy that cannot be taken away, despite their relative poverty.10

What creates joy is joyful thoughts, not the things you have accumulated. You can create those joyful thoughts. What works for me is using my dreams and best memories and revisiting the finer moments in my life to keep my happiness quotient high. When things get rough, maintaining happiness can be difficult, but there are many strategies to make yourself happy, or at least to lift your mood. For me, the best way to get an immediate energy boost is to do something for someone else: hug my dog or someone in my family. If I really need a big boost, I sit and write myself a gratefulness letter. This is a great exercise called “rampage of gratitude,” where you sit and write or tell yourself what you are grateful for. Revisiting the great things you already have in your life is a great way to boost your mood and open the door for more good thoughts to occur. When I encourage or appreciate others, I create joy within myself. Thoughts and behaviors are like everything else. They build upon themselves, so when you get them going in the right direction, better things will come into your mind, and you can rebuild your spirit and emotional strength.


Getting Down to Work

Think about all the ways we have of describing successful people. We say that they excel in their chosen field, they are all stars, and they are accomplished. Writing in the best-selling book Outliers, Malcolm Gladwell says that it takes approximately 10,000 hours of directed practice to become accomplished at something. I believe that directed practice requires that you put your skills to work every day in what you do as opposed to just simulating it. Talent isn’t enough to get you there. You need to get success skills into muscle memory and hone the craft, which only comes through continuous trying and getting feedback. Learning comes from seeking advice or best techniques, grasping the basics, then applying them daily and seeing the results of your work. This continuous practice and feedback builds authentic skills and mastery. Getting feedback from coaches or mentors and from watching masters at the craft along the way are additional assets that help you master skills and techniques for success.




2. You Are a Work in Progress—Challenge Yourself to Get Better

He who controls others may be powerful, but he who has mastered himself is mightier still.

Lao Tzu

No matter what age you are, you are constantly evolving. From my perspective, and from the perspective of many of my friends and colleagues, growing older has meant getting wiser—thank God there is some benefit to aging! As you live your life, you have many experiences, and you learn from them if you can.

For example, I learned early on that I wanted to be more outgoing because being unable to talk to strangers or connect with people on a personal level made it difficult to pitch new ideas or sell anything. I experienced a challenge early on in my career that really exposed how serious this issue was for me. I was around 22, and my future husband invited me to go with him to my first black tie business party. The room was packed with a lot of well-established business leaders and politicians, people who were important to his business. I was the tag-along—the plus-one—but I felt sure that I was expected to hold my own and make my way around the room mingling with the others, even though I did not know a single person there. After about five minutes of us talking with another couple, my fiancé was pulled away to talk with another group and suddenly disappeared into another room, leaving me alone. I actually started to panic. I walked around the room aimlessly until someone noticed me, called me aside, and introduced themselves. They extended a lifeline to me in the nick of time. Another few minutes of aimless circling, and I would have had a full blown, hyperventilating panic attack.

My evolution from then to now has been a constant journey to become more outgoing. There were a lot of things I wanted to improve in myself back then, but everything started with the ability to hold court in a room full of strangers. Today I continue my own work-in-progress as a human being, as we are never done, never finished with that work. When we stop evolving and improving, we are no longer thriving in the world. If you want to really live, embrace your journey and keep growing as a person.

Chapter 1 outlined my approach to life, work, and success. To begin, you need to build resilience and strength so that you can use the challenges life sends your way to learn and grow. Building resilience and strength is an ongoing project, just like learning. You also need to empower yourself and see yourself as capable of creating your success. Self-empowerment is also an ongoing project.

When life sends you challenges, you will experience contrast. And you will need to draw on resilience and self-empowerment because there is little time and no room for the “why me” of victimhood. Instead, you must pay attention to contrast, let it show you what you want, and mine it for ways to achieve what you want.

Part of being self-empowered is choosing love as your operating model. Consciously choosing love as your operating model means that most of the time fear won’t drive your actions, and you won’t live life on autopilot or in a bubble.

It is tempting to tell ourselves stories that get in the way of success. For example, you might tell yourself that when you have this new job, you’ll feel happy. Or after you achieve this specific goal, you’ll feel successful and then you’ll feel happy. But success doesn’t work that way, and neither does happiness. People feel happy when they are appreciative of their lives and the things they already have and when they feel connected to others around them. This appreciation allows them both to be content and to see possibilities for the future. And when people spend more time feeling happy, success follows.

You might also be tempted to tell yourself that before you can reach your goals, you must be resilient, strong, self-empowered, and all sorts of other things on the bucket list. But this isn’t the case. I’m sure you’ve heard the phrase “life is a journey.” Being resilient, strong, self-empowered, and so on are processes, part of the journey. They are characteristics and behaviors that you assemble over time, by using these behaviors until they feel natural, and you never stop practicing them. Life’s opportunities and challenges are continuous, so don’t worry, you will have lots of opportunity to put them into practice so you can get better.


Give Up the Idea That the Way You Are Now Is the Way You Will Always Be

Most of us have a sense of ourselves that includes our earliest memories from childhood and our hopes and dreams, even the ones we are afraid to tell ourselves. If someone asks you to talk about who you are, this sense of self, or “me-ness,” is what you draw on to answer.1



But contemporary neuroscience research has shown many times in recent years that the brain can and does change throughout life.2 You know that old saying, “You can’t teach an old dog new tricks?” It’s wrong.

Maybe because we have this sense of self—this me—that stretches from childhood to now, we tend to think of ourselves as having or not having particular characteristics. I’m really good at math and science, but I can’t write. I can talk to anyone, tell a really good story, but I’ve always been uncomfortable trying to play sports; I guess I’m just not coordinated. These kinds of statements, a type of self-talk, boil down to the idea that the way I am now is the way I will always be. It’s a myth, and it’s wrong.

So how do you get over the myth that the way you are (or I am) now is the way you (or I) will always be? The answer lies in practicing self-control and emotional intelligence.


Practice Self-Control Because It Doesn’t Come Naturally

Back in the late 1960s, Walter Mischel began to systematically study how and why preschoolers could resist temptation—one cookie or marshmallow now or two later. Eventually Mischel got curious about how the kids in the experiments were doing. His children had gone to the same preschool, and some of the children in the experiments were their classmates during elementary, middle, and high school. He would hear stories about how the kids were doing. But scientific research isn’t based on stories, for the most part. When Mischel did a formal follow-up study, he learned that the kids who were good at delaying gratification during preschool had all sorts of great outcomes during adolescence. They were growing up to be teenagers who were competent in academics and their social worlds; who were good readers, writers, and speakers; who were able to tell the difference between what was important and what was not; who paid attention to outcomes; who planned; and who could tolerate frustration and cope with stress.3



Most people remember (sort of) the key point from Mischel’s research that if you delay gratification, you’ll be successful. A lot of the details of the studies don’t make it into the media, so you see a lot of talk from pundits and policy makers about how we need to teach self-control and self-discipline in schools, or that a lack of self-control and a lack of self-discipline underlie everything from sinking standardized test scores to the obesity epidemic. The flip side of self-control is understood to be impulsivity or a lack of willpower. Then the discussion devolves into debates about character and psychological traits.

But, self-control is not something you have. Self-control is a skill you develop over time and choose to practice, and that’s what really interested Mischel. It interests me, too. How did those kids resist eating the marshmallows in front of them?

The short story is that the preschoolers who waited distracted themselves. Some of them sang, some covered their eyes, some kicked the chair. I bet some of them even talked to themselves. The kids managed themselves, their attention, and their focus. I’m not surprised by that. I learned the same thing when I was growing up: the ability to manage yourself is the foundation for success in life.

I experienced this need to develop self-control and to manage my thoughts and actions very early. If there was too much drama happening in my house because of drinking, I would try to defuse the situation and then get out of the house with my brother until things calmed down. If I was stressed out over money when things were tight (a common problem), then I would just sign up for more hours at work. I tried to do what I could to resolve the situations instead of allowing myself to freeze in fear, because that only made the problems bigger. The trick is to manage your actions and thoughts—to respond rather than react—when events are challenging or when you have to face an unexpected situation. The key is to keep yourself from overreacting or responding in a way that is not productive.

There are lots of ways to address challenges and use the contrast to propel yourself into productive action. I learned to wait before I acted, to give myself the space and time to work through the fear and discomfort of a situation so that I could truly see the challenge for what it was. This allowed me to then resolve the problem from an empowered place and to improve the outcome. I also used my desire for something better to fuel my strategy for the future, and I chose a long-term strategy for my career that paid off. I had many days in which I would talk myself into or out of something in order to manage the long-term path to what I wanted or even just to defuse a difficult moment.

Everybody talks to themselves. You are probably saying, Yeah, I see those people all the time on the street, but they are either crazy or just power mobile phone users! The trick is to make what you say to yourself work for you rather than against you. Sometimes self-talk is just mental chatter, such as the stories we tell ourselves about ourselves—the myths we live by. But sometimes self-talk is an internal dialogue directed at trying to improve a situation, accomplish something, feel better, make a plan, and so on. That type of self-talk is what you do to manage yourself and support self-control.


Use Self-Talk Plus Self-Control to Choose Your Operating Model

In Chapter 1, I said that choosing love as your operating model grounds you in positive and good feelings as you experience life. You use self-talk and self-control to choose your operating model. A lot of current cognitive neuroscience research points to the idea that unconscious, automatic processes are running the show, so eventually, you bring in habit and routines to support yourself as well.4 If I’m going to be living on autopilot some of the time, I want that autopilot to be based on love.



At the beginning, the act of choosing love as your operating model brings the conscious mind into the control room. Much like the children in the marshmallow test, first you must decide what you are going to do, and then you follow through. The follow through is all in the way you talk to yourself and how you practice self-control, or, as I like to call it, mind control.

Your first decisions are about how you treat yourself and others. Respect, dignity, responsibility, and compassion for yourself are good places to start, and you need to extend those to others as well.5 You also have to decide your outlook on life—believing you can and will have a great life and career and that you were born with the capacity to be empowered and attain this. If, for example, you apply an operating model of love, you will not fear or feel jealous if someone gets something you wanted—or you’ll pass through those feelings quickly. You will not look at others’ opportunities and gains as a loss for yourself.

Likewise, operating in a mode of love and respect tells you that everyone has their own journey, and they need to do what works for them. We should never judge others based upon our experiences because there are many correct ways to address any situation and many shades of gray. (No, not the recent R-rated book! This is different.) Quite frankly, we would all be a lot happier and do ourselves a big service if we simply shared experiences without requiring everyone else to agree with us. Most of the world’s wars and injustices happen because we try to impose our beliefs on others instead of using influence, which is never a humane thing to do.


Using Emotional Intelligence Helps You Connect with Yourself and Others

Intelligence comes in many forms: high IQ on specific tests, high interpersonal skills, high maturity, and empathy for others. You can see many of these qualities in action in successful people. Think about what successful people have in common: They are motivated, self-driven, and disciplined. In addition, they have a unique aptitude or craft in something that is needed in the world.



They share another key skill: emotional intelligence (EQ). There are many good books on this topic, so I won’t go into detail here. To boil it down to a simple concept, people with high EQ are self-aware and aware of the people around them and the environment they are in. They know the right thing to do at the right time to help other people choose to work with them productively. Successful people aren’t born with EQ. They learned it somewhere along the line, either in their families, at school, or through experience.

Anyone can learn EQ, and anyone can improve their EQ skills. But to understand what you need to do to develop EQ, you need to understand a little about how the brain works.

When you’re thinking—we’re almost always thinking; it happens as naturally as breathing—you’re focused on wishes, desires, and plans, and you’re not paying attention to what you are doing. If your conscious mind is occupied with thinking, what is controlling what you do? Bruce Lipton, a cell biologist and author of The Biology of Belief and The Honeymoon Effect, explains that when the conscious part of the mind is thinking, the subconscious part of the mind is controlling what you do based on habits and automatic processes (what he calls fundamental programs). He says that “Psychologists suggest that 70 percent or more of those fundamental programs are disempowering, limiting, and self-sabotaging beliefs.” He also points out that “ninety-five percent of the time, we are engaging in behaviors that do not conform to our wishes and desires ... If the conscious mind is not paying attention, then most of the time it never observes our own behavior ... If there are negative behaviors or self-sabotaging behaviors, we ... don’t see them.”6 Actions like binging on food while being distracted (by television, a video game, or a sports event) or overreacting to an event without really looking deeply at it are good examples of the internal impulses we all give in to when we are not making conscious choices.

Emotions are one of the automatic processes that Lipton is talking about, and they can hijack our plans and intentions, if we let them. They can also uplift us, motivate us, and bring our behavior into alignment with our goals—if we use them. But wait! How can we use emotions if they’re automatic processes?

It’s true that emotions happen automatically. Consultants at Six Seconds, an emotional intelligence think tank, point out that emotions flow through us in an unending cycle. But we are not at the mercy of our emotions, because we can build skills that enable us to regulate our emotions and use them, together with our thoughts, to guide our behavior. To put it simply, we’re talking about self-control and managing yourself so you respond to people and events rather than react.

It takes emotional intelligence to consciously use emotions to inform choices and guide behavior. Emotional intelligence has three components: being aware of your emotions and the emotions of others; using thought to understand emotions (both yours and others’) and using emotions to enhance thinking; and regulating emotions. These three components share a couple of important themes. First, they focus on the self and on others, so there is both an internal aspect to emotional intelligence and a social aspect to it. Second, they focus on awareness, thinking, and self-regulation, which are another way to talk about self-management.

The most important part of what cognitive neuroscientists have discovered is that everyone has the capacity to develop their emotional intelligence. In the book EQ from the Inside Out, Granville D’Souza describes the Six Seconds model for developing emotional intelligence. There are three steps involved:

1. Become more aware; notice what you do.

2. Become more intentional; do what you mean.

3. Become more purposeful; do what you do for a reason.7

The first part of becoming aware is developing a language of emotion. You need to identify the emotion you’re experiencing, under what circumstances it occurs, and the context in which it occurs. Although we like to think about categories of basic emotions, such as anger, anticipation, trust, fear, joy, surprise, sadness, and disgust, the newest neuropsychological research shows that emotional states are more general and variable than categorical. And they depend highly on context, our perceptions, and what we think.8 When we talk about anger, we all know what we mean, but your experience of anger and my experience of anger will not necessarily be the same thing, in much the same way you see a color as blue and I see it as purple.

A primary function of emotions is to convey information that helps organize our experiences. So slow down and pause, pay attention to what you’re feeling, and name it. When you name an emotion, be careful not to judge it. No emotion is necessarily good or bad. Instead, emotions are important sources of information. They are part of your guidance system, and they tell you if you are on track with something or if there is something going on that is making you uncomfortable.

What drives emotions? We cycle through emotions—it’s part of being human, like breathing. But your operating model elevates or minimizes different emotions because of the way it shapes your perceptions. So the love operating model supports positive expectations, trust, joy, surprise, and empathy. The fear operating model primes you to focus more often on anger, fear, disgust, and disappointment.

If you choose to operate in the spirit of love and respect for other people, you will look for the best in others and ignore small things that would otherwise bother you. You judge less and appreciate more. You experience joy more easily and love others more freely. You still have preferences about who you want to interact with or who you have an easy working relationship with. But others not aligned with your view of a “perfect person” will bother you a lot less.

To operate in the spirit of love for others, you must begin with yourself. One way you let yourself experience the love operating model is through setting limits and boundaries with others. Knowing that you can set limits and boundaries is one way to help yourself be less bothered by others and let go of your view of a perfect person. When you know you can choose not to be around or engage with certain behaviors that other people do, it is easier to accept them as they are. They can be exactly who they are, and you need only have as much contact with them as necessary to get your work done.

If you operate from a position of fear, you end up living in a negative bubble. Everyone has interacted with others who are temporarily living in a bubble: the guy who got cut off in morning traffic on the way to work who is still thinking about the driver who cut him off at the end of the day, or the mom in a store who is doing a poor job of helping you because she is preoccupied about her son who is sick. Everyone has good and bad moments. What counts is how quickly you recognize when you are in a negative bubble and how quickly you get out of it.

This is why we all need to be aware of our emotions and the emotions of others. This self-awareness and social awareness help us avoid misjudging others or the situation we are in. We all must live our lives with compassion for everyone—including ourselves—and not be quick to judge.


Don’t Check Your Feelings at the Door

Part of what helped me become successful as an executive in a very large company with multiple complex businesses is that I learned to focus on how I am feeling and how the participants in meetings are feeling about the discussion at any time. As a meeting progresses, I actively keep taking the pulse of people’s emotions and adjust myself to the climate. This requires that I actively regulate my reactions in the moment in order to avoid big mistakes that need big recoveries afterwards. When you work with a lot of smart people, you’re interacting with many individuals who have strong opinions about the way you do your job. This can lead to heated conversations, or it can lead to lots of learning if you can harness the great ideas you hear and not shut people down.



In these situations, it is critical to not react too quickly to events—particularly if you are in a less-than-positive mood or if your coworker is under stress. In fact, I have a rule about these situations. If I get an email or get into a conversation that starts to go sideways, I immediately regroup and try to disarm the situation with empathy or by asking questions that focus on the issues the other person has. This allows me time to get to the heart of the matter and focus on a solution instead of having a heated discussion that goes nowhere but down. This kind of empathetic listening is challenging for those of us with a lot of experience or knowledge on a topic, but it is critical to building relationships and getting things done cooperatively. I wish I could say that I am perfect at this, but I am still a work in progress.

Everyone is human, and we are never perfect, never without fears or doubts. Our mission is to use emotional intelligence and self-control to stay centered in our operating mode of love. Staying centered in a mode of love and joy enables us to be focused and disciplined about what we want and to perceive each situation realistically while working with others. In most situations, things that people say or do are not personal and are not intended to offend. Staying centered in a mode of love and using emotional intelligence skills help you realistically see that what others are doing and saying is about them, their situation, and their feelings at the moment and not necessarily about you. So use your skills to avoid getting trapped in a negative bubble with others. You’ll avoid a lot of heartache and a need for damage control.

Emotional intelligence supports your ability to see the bigger picture and not take everything personally. In order to become more aware, intentional, and purposeful, you need to make a little space (remember what Viktor Frankl said—from Chapter 1?) between what happens to you (the stimulus) and your response. Choosing an operating model of love makes it easier to create that space. When your operating model is love, you understand and believe in your connectedness with others. You can care more about getting alignment with someone than you care about being right. Fears of not being smart enough or not being good enough will fall away to be replaced by allowing flaws, understanding we are all on a journey, and understanding that everyone is worthy and has perceptions that shape how they look at things. As you practice being aware, intentional, and purposeful, you will develop your ability to see things from many perspectives or see the whole rather than the partial view that you have when you just look at events through your personal lens.

When you make that space to become aware of your emotions, you learn that you don’t have to act on your emotions. Then you can observe a situation before you respond. You can build discipline and control over the knee-jerk reactions we sometimes make—particularly when we feel fear or worry. This discipline and control over our actions and reactions is what it means to be purposeful. Being able to delay reactions just a bit—just long enough to think about a situation from another person’s point of view or at a macro level gives you the ability to stop yourself from reacting or overreacting based on assumptions that could be completely wrong.

Having emotional discipline and controlling your thoughts and actions is the cornerstone of maturity and ultimately leads to success. A consistent result from decades of social science research is that the backbone of success is controlling your thoughts and actions.


Build Self-Awareness So You Can See Where You’re Going

Every individual needs to understand what he or she wants from life. But many of us don’t. We spend the first ten or twelve years of our lives doing what we’re told to do, spend several years rebelling, and then plunge into young adulthood not necessarily knowing how to do things differently. But if you are looking for success, you must first know yourself, your purpose, and the ways you can apply that knowledge to gain what you are seeking. With a little work, time, and experience, you can get to know yourself and understand what you want from life.



All people are naturally inside-out thinkers. You have your own experiences, view things from your perspective, and have an ideology and perception of life that is unique to you. Most people’s internal views influence how they see the world. This has nothing to do with being introspective or introverted. It is just a fact that your experiences, knowledge, attitudes, and beliefs influence how you perceive the world.

Remember earlier when I said that your sense of self is more like a set of processes? No one has found some permanent structure inside of us that is the self. Philosopher and writer Julian Baggini says that you can think of yourself as you-creating-and-shaping-yourself as you live your life.9 The self is not strictly something you discover. So when we talk about developing self-awareness, we’re talking about paying attention to our experiences as they happen and reflecting about them afterwards. Neuroscientist Antonio Demasio’s research shows that our sense of self is grounded in the body.10 This is one reason why when you work to develop self-awareness it is very important to use emotional intelligence to identify what you’re feeling and name those feelings. Those feelings happen in your body as well as your mind and are part of your sense of self.

How do you go about understanding what you want out of life? You need to ask questions. In particular, you need to ask why, what, and how. The most fundamental question is “Why do I want to do this?” Some additional questions that can lead to answers to “why” include:

• What is my purpose? What am I doing when I feel fulfilled and joyful?

• What is my passion? What am I doing when I’m so absorbed in doing it that I lose track of time?

• How does this identify with who I am and what matters to me—my values?

• How does this identify with what I want to do?

• What am I willing to do to achieve this?

This leads you to all kinds of related questions about work, career, and success:

• What will success look like?

• What would success bring me: fame, fortune, great partnerships, great lifestyle, creative freedom, a community of like minds, and so on?

• How will I create the success that I want?

• What do I need to do?

• What do I need from others?

• Who is best positioned to help me?

Sometimes you need to ask “why” and some of these other questions several times—as many as five times—in order to get to the true heart of the matter.11 Your real reason, purpose, or idea sometimes does not reveal itself during the first pass of questions. The nature of your motivation, inspiration, or desire can be masked by fears, your beliefs about yourself, what others have told you, and other outside influences.

This is all about being curious. Some of the best leaders and most successful people are insanely curious. They are always asking questions—why, why, why, and then what, how, and who. And they do not necessarily settle for the first answer as the definitive answer. Their curiosity drives them to explore beyond the surface. It is important to explore and not judge. The answers you uncover are information that you need to mine for meaning. When you start judging answers as good or bad, you shift away from curiosity.

Cyndi, a friend of mine, was making a very big career transition. She was making a lot of money as a high-tech salesperson, but living in Miami, Florida, and working in high-tech sales kept her on planes or isolated at home on the phone making long distance calls. She hated flying and did not feel connected to the products she sold. But she loved selling and working with other people. She needed to make a change, even if it was going to be risky—because other than some savings, she had no safety net. Even though she was single and had responsibilities only to herself, she felt that risk keenly. She had some concrete answers to the questions “What do I like about my current job?” and “What don’t I like?” She was paid well—who wouldn’t like that?—had some freedom, and was successful. On the other side of the equation, she disliked traveling and the isolation of working long distances from her customers, and was not passionate about her product.

To figure out a new direction, she asked the key questions: what do I want to do, what kind of people do I want to work with, what elements do I need to be happy, and how much money do I need to make to keep my lifestyle and independence? Because she had several successful real estate investments, she felt she could leverage her knowledge of the real estate market and apply her insight to help others invest and find homes that were right for them. Cyndi asked herself, what are my skills and why will I be successful? Her answers were great people skills, financial skills, knowledge of the local market, love for the local area, and passion for real estate.

With these answers, she left her job in high tech and made a big move to the real estate industry. She made this transition during the most challenging time in real estate, between 2012 and 2015—the period immediately following the Great Recession. A sharp business person, she came into her new industry with great skills: a results-oriented and disciplined attitude, great people skills, and knowledge of the market. Because she had so much going for her and lots of self-discipline to manage her time effectively, she has done great. She made the top tier of realtors in income right out of the gate. You can make successful transitions even in difficult markets if it is something you are passionate about doing and you are self-driven to succeed.

When developing self-awareness about work and what success means to you, it is important to use your head, heart, and spirit—your intelligence and your emotions—to gain insight into who you are and where you are going. Your intelligence and gut feelings12 can help you figure out a good strategy for personal development and goal-setting that gets you what you want. But your heart—your emotions and spirit—has to lead, because your heart tells you what is right for you. Most people do what is logical and don’t give their heart a chance to speak. They don’t pay attention to the signs of dreams, desire, or how they feel about a topic and therefore end up making choices for themselves that don’t quite fit or that are downright bad. How you feel about a topic can indicate your natural intentions, which, in turn, can lead you through choices in skills development, jobs, and life. Your heart—emotions and spirit—speaks loud and clear if you listen.

Self-awareness is your internal compass that can guide you to what you want, and you must develop it and pay attention to it in order to live a happy, healthy life. Make a commitment to yourself to build your internal compass and be in touch with your dreams and desires. It takes work—specific actions to develop skills—time, and effort, but it is well worth the investment.

Outside influencers such as colleagues, friends, and family can be helpful in your journey to self-awareness, a fulfilling career, and success as long as they are supportive. However, sometimes even your nearest and dearest friends and family, despite their good intentions, may direct you based on their own personal experiences—which, of course, are their experiences and not yours. In the end, you need to follow what you believe after you have explored the possibilities.

Even after you have started moving along your career path, it is important to stay in touch with your self-awareness. Pay attention to how you feel and stay aligned to your real self and your known desires so that you can direct yourself properly.


Avoid Artificial Limits So You Don’t Get Lost

Most people make two fundamental mistakes in life. The first, as we’ve been discussing, is not taking the time and making the effort to think about life and develop self-awareness. The second mistake is putting a damper on your desires and not following your dreams because you don’t see an easy path or even any path at all. It is true that only some people will climb the tallest mountain on each continent, win an Olympic gold medal, or be president of a country. But, it is equally true that even the most difficult path can be accomplished when it is broken into right-sized steps.



The mind has great capabilities for both logic and illogic. Your thoughts can contribute to self-esteem and, just as easily, tear down your sense of worth. There’s a lot of truth to the saying: “a mind is a terrible place to be.” Don’t let negative thoughts take over and tell a rational-sounding story about why something can’t happen.

When your thoughts trend toward the negative, you can become fearful and critical of others, and you can want to protect yourself from failures. But you don’t have to accept this as a natural state of being. This is your primitive brain calling the shots—the flight from fear. When this primitive reaction happens you have to talk yourself out of the fear and off the ledge. Although thoughts seem to arise as if they have a life of their own, they are a kind of behavior, and you can tame them so that your thoughts are a source of confidence and strength. Instead of focusing on negative thoughts, you can focus on what inspires you and feeds your heart.

Taming negative thoughts requires disciplined thinking and staying connected with your deepest desires, which inspire and motivate you. An inspired person is bold, courageous when it counts, and not afraid to grasp opportunities when they come. These are only some of the rewards of taming your negative thoughts. Learning the skill of disciplined thinking is one of the most important parts of self-development and managing your life. Like developing self-awareness, disciplined thinking requires work, time, and effort. But it is a skill that you can learn and become good at.

With disciplined thought, you can avoid putting artificial limits on your dreams. Instead of limiting yourself, explore new things and learn about anything that you are excited about or interested in. You don’t have to be wealthy to learn—books are cheap and often free via the Internet or library. Information online is free, and access to the Internet is free at most local libraries.

Also be comfortable with experimentation. If you think you don’t have the time to explore, make the time. Take the average 10-plus hours of television time a week and reinvest that into exploring your passion or whatever gets you excited—music, reading, sports, teaching, or even starting a new business. Self-development takes work, time, and effort, and this kind of learning is the most basic and necessary work.


Courage and Resilience Will Support You When Things Get Tough

All successful people are courageous. They were not born that way—no one is—but they developed just enough courage to face fear and move past it. This is the essence of courage, doing something even though you are afraid. Nelson Mandela spoke eloquently about this when he said, “I learned that courage was not the absence of fear, but the triumph over it. The brave man is not he who does not feel afraid, but he who conquers that fear.”



To make progress in work and life, you must take some calculated risks. It is not so much that successful people enjoy taking risks, but that they are willing to take risks. And what makes them willing is their ability to get past or move through their fears. Many of us, including successful people, fear many things. Questions about work and career seem particularly apt to provoke fear because the economic stakes seem so high. You may think that when you get a lot of money you will be happy and free. The reality is that money itself can be a trap if you let it. After you are in a high-paying job and want to change careers, you may need to start over and make less money for a while. That can lead people to stay in good paying but mediocre jobs for too long. The fear of doing without or losing your lifestyle is a big trap. The trick is to build momentum so the transition is not a great leap of faith but a natural transition. My friend Cyndi is a good example of this.

The other way to move out of a mediocre job or a job that is a poor fit is to get fired. Then you have to make the change. Getting fired certainly introduces contrast, and it can be life changing in a good way. About 10 years ago, although I loved working at Cisco, I was in a staff-oriented job that did not allow me to make the kind of impact I wanted to have. It was fun at the beginning, but I became bored and was not interested in staying. In the middle of this, the leadership changed, decided to consolidate the organization, and poof! I was out of a job, though I had some time to look for opportunities inside of the company.

At first I was a little angry because I had been there a while and wanted transition time to get to a new place in the company that I could really enjoy. For a while, I kept making lists of things I liked in jobs and things that I needed to do this time around to fulfill my career goals. My five whys, whats, and hows drove me to determine that I had to go back to leading a business again. And although I loved Cisco, I knew I might have to consider leaving to get what I wanted.

My approach was to have my list of attributes and then go around and talk to folks inside and outside of the company. Sure enough, after a while I found the perfect job: running the education business. Cisco had a need, and I had a desire to lead this. I could have simply jumped ship and gone back to running a startup. I had offers to do this but wanted to explore all options before deciding. Using courage and resilience, I uncovered my dream job working inside of a team and company that I am highly connected to and have been having the time of my life in this new career.

This was not the first time I made a career change. In my 19 years at Cisco, I have had 4 different careers. I created three of these careers myself from a desire to contribute in an area of the business that was badly needed. A win-win for all! Lesson to self and others: Getting fired can be the best day of your life!

When well-meaning friends and family tell you to do something that is easier, pays more now, or maintains the status quo, you have to be brave to move forward in a different direction. It takes courage to maintain a dream, particularly in the face of contrary advice. Embarking on many career dreams involves making hard decisions, investments as you start taking steps on a new path you have chosen, and sacrifices. You need to be brave in the face of these challenges. All of these things take courage and a good amount of calculated risk-taking. These situations require that you trust yourself. And trusting yourself requires that you do the ongoing work of self-awareness. Although the work requires effort, the payoff is plenty of rewards.

Courage isn’t something that just happens. You build it one step at a time by taking action in spite of being afraid. One good way to get through career fears is to try out a new direction part time or on weekends. Experiment with your new direction; try it on like new clothes and see how it fits. You don’t have to drop your old life to gain a new one. You only have to make a few sacrifices in personal time to do it and develop a supportive circle of friends and family who will honor your passion.

But sometimes in order to make a good life out of doing what you want, you need to put your desires before your financial goals. Focusing on what you want to experience from your career, what it looks like, feels like, and your level of happiness doing it, can help you be patient about the financial rewards.

Whenever you try something new, you build courage. This can become a natural part of your life, as there is no end to learning and self-discovery. The art of becoming yourself and following your true path is not letting your current circumstances or idea of yourself get in the way. People develop themselves throughout their lives; we take on new skills and discover new strengths all the way through our life journey. I certainly found new strengths halfway through my career and learned how to develop them further and capitalize on them in follow-on stages of my career.

When I started out in life I was shy and timid, but I had big dreams. My dreams helped me redefine how I felt inside and gave me motivation to change and be more courageous. My contrasts gave me an opportunity to try new things and plunge into scary territory without a parachute. As a working adult, I continued to evolve, and I have watched people that I admire do the same. My former CEO, John Chambers, is one of the world’s great communicators and visionaries. He works a room like no one else I know and connects with customers authentically and with great empathy and strength. Bill Clinton has amazing communication skills and is a great influencer. Women with great strength and intelligence, like Madeleine Albright and Hillary Clinton, are wonderful role models. I have had the pleasure to meet Madeleine, and even at age 78 she is a force of nature.

These skills—vision, strength, and communicating with authenticity and empathy—are skills I wanted to develop in myself. I also wanted to create the kind of discipline and courage that lead to sustainable success no matter what I chose to do. Changing careers several times at Cisco and throughout my career took some guts because each job was something new that I had not done before. But I was determined to be successful in them and learn along the way.

I think the most challenging thing I ever did was move to California from Boston for a job. I was around 30 years old, and I had seen enough of the changes in the technology market to know that the company I was currently working with was entering a time of deep trouble. The market had changed, and our company missed the transition. This was during the boom years when startups were happening everywhere in the valley and the East Coast was laying off workers and restructuring most of its tech companies. Seeing this shift in its earliest stages, I realized I had to leave my family and home and go to the San Jose area to explore careers in the new world of software, desktops, and the Internet. I set out to find a job that would provide an entry into this world and that would get me out to California with a shot at success and the American dream of a startup.

I got a job running the core of a new company and enjoyed it immensely. It was a hard transition for me and my family. I was alone out there for many months before my husband could join me, and my mother had gotten ill. Not new to challenging times, I managed through this, kept positive, and navigated a successful career transition. Five years later, I navigated an entry into an even hotter career at Cisco. Many friends from Boston kept saying to me “I should come out too,” “I should have gone too,” “I could have done something big,” but many were too rooted or afraid to try. My family ended up following me to the valley, and we are all together again. It has been the best and most difficult decision of my life. I used every ounce of my courage and determination to plow through the challenges and make something for myself and my family.

The last part of courage is the ability to stand alone when people are not with you on your path. The best leaders and most successful people have this in common: They found ways to believe in themselves and their dreams enough to stand alone with tough decisions. This is true of successful business people, politicians, sports heroes, and many others. Jackie Robinson was the first African American to play Major League Baseball in the face of, or perhaps because of, the racial segregation and bias that pervaded American society in the 1940s and 1950s. President John F. Kennedy took a measured approach to resolving the Cuban missile crisis rather than use military force as some of his advisers suggested.

Some people embody both courage and resilience, which is the spirit of never giving up. The two together are very powerful and make me think of Malala Yousafzai, who was awarded the 2014 Nobel Peace Prize when she was just 16. After the Taliban forbid educating females in 2008, Malala wrote anonymously on the BBC about the changes occurring in her life and spoke on Pakistani television about the Taliban’s restrictions. The Taliban made life in Malala’s hometown dangerous, and in fall 2012, a Taliban terrorist shot Malala in the head and injured some of her friends.

This didn’t stop Malala from pursuing her education and education for others. After regaining her health (she has a cochlear implant and a titanium plate in her skull), she spoke at the United Nations and started a foundation that supports girls’ education around the world. Her strongly-held belief is that all children have a right to a quality education.

In 2013 on the Daily Show, Jon Stewart asked Malala, “When did you realize the Taliban had made you the target?” Here is Malala’s answer:

... I started thinking about that, and I used to think that the Talib would come, and he would just kill me. But then I said, “If he comes, what would you do Malala?” Then I would reply to myself, “Malala, just take a shoe and hit him.” But then I said, “If you hit a Talib with your shoe, then there would be no difference between you and the Talib. You must not treat others with cruelty and that much harshly, you must fight others but through peace and through dialogue and through education.” Then I said I will tell him how important education is and that “I even want education for your children as well.” And I will tell him, “That’s what I want to tell you, now do what you want.”

We practice resilience when we learn to continue after making a mistake, after failing, or like Malala, after personal hardship.

One reason I tell Malala’s story is that it shows how important self-talk is. It also shows a good way to do self-talk. Talk to yourself like Malala does, and you will help yourself through just about any hardship or failure.

A key difference between people who succeed and those who don’t is failing and then trying again. Although the failure rate among entrepreneurs is ridiculously high—some sources put it at 70 to 80 percent—the almost 30 percent of entrepreneurs who try again after a failure tend to be successful, and they tend to continue being successful.13 People who don’t risk failing eventually get stuck and feel trapped by staying with what they can do and in their comfort zone. People who don’t persist when they make a mistake or when they fail don’t reach their goals. Don’t let that happen to you. Make a commitment to build your courage and resilience.


Focus and Discipline

To keep yourself on track to reach your stated goals, you need to have focus and discipline. In fact, these two skills are at the heart of your drive toward success.



Focus is the ability to concentrate on a task without having your attention waver; it also involves the ability to bring your attention back to a task if you are interrupted or if your attention wanders. For many of us, it is pretty easy to do things we like to do. Doing things that we have to do is a lot more difficult. For me, that might be paperwork or process-based work. When I need to do these things, I simply schedule them in my calendar at a set time and make sure they get done. Putting them in my schedule forces me to get them done, and then I can get back to doing things I like to do afterwards. I find if I plan to have time for things that need to get done, they generally happen. I may also have to meet with certain people to get things done and so that again goes in the calendar—planning in advance helps me focus on making it happen.

Planning is the best tool I know of to create discipline and focus and get things done. If there is free time on my plate with nothing in the calendar, I will for sure do whatever is calling out to me in that moment, which may be fun but is not likely productive. You do need to have unstructured spontaneous fun, but no one needs discipline and focus for that—that comes naturally to everyone.

Discipline is the ability to follow through on what you have decided. I look at discipline as personal commitments to myself, whether that is working out every morning at 5:30 to keep my weight in check and stay healthy or achieving my goals every week, every month, and every quarter. What works for me is starting with goals and end dates and working backward on planning it into the calendar.

My husband calls me the ultimate planner because I find that planning helps me feel empowered and under my own control. I plan everything for my family. Without planning, we would never build anything for ourselves and would walk around without direction. I think I get my planning gene from my mother, who plans her vacations abroad one year in advance. She really gets the most out of her trips and sees everything she wants because she has a master plan. I laugh and kid her about this, but it works for her and everyone else I know.

Productive, successful people look at the long term and formulate plans that keep them on track with their goals. For example, to write this book I had to build in serious blocks of time to write and collaborate with Marilyn, my co-writer for the book. We would get nothing done without weekly meetings to sync up, compare notes, and organize our thoughts and words.

If you want to focus and have discipline, another thing to think about is when you do things. I need to do the things for myself (working out, reading, problem solving) first thing in the morning. I create a schedule for my workouts and reading at this time daily so that it always gets done. I own my mornings, unlike my afternoons, which can get interrupted with unplanned events like impromptu customer or employee meetings.

There are studies suggesting that focus and discipline require willpower. Willpower is greatest when you first wake up. You are fresh and not yet worn out. You have not had to control your urges to do things that aren’t good for you or control your work habits all day long, so your willpower in the morning is at its highest.14

Although you have a limited amount of willpower each day, you can develop and strengthen your willpower, similar to the way you develop strength and endurance when you exercise.15

Another benefit of getting the stuff you like to do least out of the way early is that you can end the day on a high note and feel successful before you go to bed.


Using Discipline to Make Progress

To succeed, you need to move out of your comfort zone, try new things, and challenge yourself. Doing these things produces discomfort, and you can learn to enjoy the fact that you can power through or tolerate this discomfort. Celebrate when you work through something you find difficult to do! Take the time to reward yourself and acknowledge your progress along the way. If you don’t pause and acknowledge what you’ve accomplished, you won’t get much satisfaction out of your work or your efforts. Lining up your favorite treat at the end of reaching a goal is a good idea. I like to have a small piece of dark chocolate immediately following my workout. It energizes me and makes me feel rewarded. The more you follow through, tolerate discomfort, and work through difficulties, the more discipline and self-control you will build.



Discipline is fundamental to success in life. It is the gateway to emotional and physical self-regulation. What emotions can you feel when you step out of your comfort zone? Well, you could feel discomfort and fear. Or you could feel determined and self-compassion. If this is beginning to sound like the love-versus-fear continuum, you are right on target. The love operating model underpins, supports, and drives your ability to choose self-discipline. The great news is that with an operating model of love, you can build discipline at any time, at any age. It just takes commitment, goals, and strategy.

One effective strategy is to use the power of habit to help build discipline and focus by formulating, setting up, and following routines.16 Remember that earlier I said we live on autopilot most of the time unless we make the effort to live consciously? Setting up routines to follow makes good use of that tendency. Setting up routines for things you don’t like to do is particularly useful.

No matter what career you have chosen, you need to do certain things to get in and stay in the game, things you are sometimes uncomfortable with or things you just don’t like to do. Things that people—including me—generally don’t like to do include interviewing, writing your story or a cover letter, talking to people you don’t know, and asking for help. Formulating a routine or ritual to help you get started doing these things, and other tasks that you dislike, helps you make the most of your self-discipline. Making a routine for weekly and monthly planning can help you stay on track.

Practicing a difficult task can help develop discipline and focus, as well as increase your ability to tolerate discomfort and build competency. For example, auditioning an interview or presentation with your spouse or other family member can get you feedback and can help you get used to the interview process, which puts you in the comfort zone. Practice doing difficult things until you are comfortable with them before doing them for real. Most people have difficulty speaking in public, commenting in public meetings, and keeping personal commitments to themselves. Because I was shy growing up, speaking publicly scared the heck out of me. To overcome my fear, I started speaking in small groups in safe situations. Then I graduated to larger groups and video blogs. Now I am so comfortable speaking that I actually get a rush and enjoy speaking engagements quite a bit. Public speaking went from being a weakness and fearful moment to a strength and pleasurable experience. Some colleagues would even say that it is hard to get me offstage these days.

Stalling or rescheduling difficult tasks only makes you more anxious and can get you into real trouble. Don’t let fear or lack of discipline paralyze you. The best way to tackle difficult things is to do them. Whether it is fear of speaking, flying, or talking to strangers, step up and do it one step at a time. To reduce the fear, find acceptable ways to do the difficult task safely at first.

And don’t expect to be good the first time. Accept that you will suck at the task for a while until you practice it and eventually master it through repeated attempts and fine-tuning. It is also important to repeat the action several times in a short period. If you let too much time pass, you will have to start over and will not have taken advantage of your practice runs. Keep stepping up to do more each time, and you may find, like me, that over time you come to enjoy it and look forward to doing it. Most people fail from not doing, so what is there to lose by trying?


Getting Down to Work

How do you move from autopilot to a mindful use of skills that will set you on the path to happiness and success? To get out of autopilot mode, you need to pay attention to what you are doing, including what you are thinking and feeling. The antidote to autopilot is practicing awareness instead. A good way to develop awareness of what you are doing is to engage in self-reflection, and a great way to practice self-reflection is through journaling. If you create a habit of journaling every day, you’ll get the extra benefit of increasing your self-discipline. You can also practice mindfulness every day, and that provides double the benefits. When you train your focus to follow your breath, you develop self-discipline. I don’t know about you, but I love two-fors.



Keeping a journal can help you discover your strengths (and weaknesses), track your progress toward goals, feel happier, feel less anxious, and all sorts of things, and this is backed by decades of research.17 But some people are afraid of journaling because they think it requires a lot of writing, great writing skills, and creativity. Good news! Journal entries don’t have to consist of a lot of words. In fact, they don’t need to consist of words at all. An entry could just as easily be a drawing, a photograph, a picture torn from a magazine or printed from the web, or a collage of different materials.

If you set some guidelines for journal entries, they will support you as you grow, help you see your progress, and help you challenge your limits. Think and reflect (but not too long) about your journal entries and let them come from your heart and spirit. Let them genuinely express a part of yourself. Make them positive.

You can let some of your journal entries act as a coach and use them to talk with yourself. In these entries, call yourself “you” or even use your name, just like a friend or a coach would. You can use this technique to encourage yourself, walk yourself through new skills, maintain your focus, and more. Don’t judge yourself. And for sure, don’t tell yourself that you are bad for thinking or feeling one thing or another. You can suggest things you could do differently, and, like Malala, you can tell yourself how you would like to behave.

If you have trouble thinking of where to begin or what topics to write about, keep this short list in the front of your journal:

Gratitude

What was I doing today when I felt fulfilled and joyful? When I was absorbed and lost track of time?

What grabbed my attention and pulled me forward today?

What skill or goal am I working toward (this day, week, or month) and what progress did I make?

What strength did I use today and how did I use it?

What restored my energy today?

What did I learn today?

What did I do today that I might like to experiment with doing a different way on another day?

Developing a positive journaling ritual and habit supports your growth into self-leadership (and leadership of others) and supports you in your life and career. In the next chapter, “Do You Know What You Want from Your Career and Life?,” and the rest of this book, you can find lots of ideas and topics for journaling about.


3. Do You Know What You Want from Your Career and Life?

Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things that you didn’t do than by the ones you did do. So throw off the bowlines. Catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore. Dream. Discover.

Mark Twain

Don’t ask what the world needs. Ask what makes you come alive and go do it. Because what the world needs is more people who have come alive.

Howard Thurman

If you read the preface, you know that what inspired me to write this book was the realization through my work with others that a good majority of people are not in their dream job or even close to their idea of having a great career. What happened to them? They lost touch with their internal compasses or consciously decided to continue on a path that wasn’t necessarily the right fit.

Your internal map and compass—your values and the life lessons that brought you clarity about what you like and don’t like—are your foundation. They are the support that enables you to build a bridge from where you are now to where you want ultimately to be—your vision. Your vision for your future is also what helps you plan and achieve the most important things to accomplish each day, week, month, and year. But how do you get a vision for your future?

If you started reading with Chapter 1, you know that contrast has been my greatest teacher. Experiences of what you don’t want give you the clearest understanding of what you do want and what you’re willing to do to get it. Those experiences of adversity have launched many people onto a path that led them to reach their goals because it gave them clarity of vision and provided them with motivation. This being the case, knowing the difference between where you are and where you want to be is the key to your clarity of vision. With clarity of vision, you can develop an empowered approach to your future.

With an empowered approach, you take every experience that comes at you—good and bad—as a learning experience that can teach and inspire you. You use every experience as an opportunity to learn and grow. Through more experiences, you become clearer and clearer about what you want, and when you are clear about what you want, you can develop concrete goals and plans that get you there.

It is easy to think about the future as something that just happens. After all, much of what happens in the world is out of your personal control. Just the same, many other things are within your personal control. Your actions, what you think, believe and feel, who you surround yourself with, what you read, what you say, all contain the seeds of your future.

You may find the idea that you are in charge of your path either exciting or daunting; it will either charge you up or make you afraid. Set fear aside and focus on getting charged up.


Let Curiosity Lead You

Many years ago, I had the chance to meet and engage with Bill Clinton. He started by telling us that much of his success came from being insanely curious and surrounding himself with great people. Throughout his career, he has built great teams, and he would routinely bombard them with questions. He uses this technique to get them to see beneath the surface and to learn what motivates people and their decisions. Clinton has used his curiosity to leverage the knowledge, expertise, and intelligence of the people in his support network.



To make good decisions, you need to understand what and who you are dealing with. And the best and fastest way to gain that understanding is by digging in and reaching below the surface of issues. Curiosity and a willingness to ask questions will take you well beyond a superficial understanding of the world. Young children and scientists have this explorer mentality. Think of the toddler who is always asking why—why is the sky blue? Why is it raining? Why the sun? Why?

Using curiosity like this will help you inspire and influence yourself, and it is the key to inspiring and influencing others. In addition, you’ll find that something interesting happens when you focus your attention on being curious. Your fear will settle down or even disappear altogether.

People who are successful are very good at inside-out thinking (who am I and what do I represent?) as well as outside-in thinking (who is this other person, how does he think, what does she want, what are this person’s motivations?). Being curious about others is at the root of outside-in thinking, just as inside-out thinking drives self-awareness. This deep curiosity about the world separates successful people from those who flounder and is a skill that seasoned leaders look for in people.


Discovering Your Work

You could say that curiosity is what ultimately drove Nate Silver from being an unknown, unhappy consultant at an accounting firm to being named first among Fast Company magazine’s 2013 “100 most creative people in business” in just ten years. Silver, an expert data journalist, wrote for his high school newspaper, wrote for several newspapers during college, and graduated from the University of Chicago with a bachelor’s degree in economics. But his first job—working at an accounting firm, at which he used his economics degree—left him feeling frustrated and unfulfilled. After work, he applied his talent for statistics to his long-time love of baseball and created the Player Empirical Comparison and Optimization Test Algorithm (PECOTA). Eventually, he took a big risk: he quit his job, played online poker to support himself, and wrote for Baseball Prospectus. (I don’t advocate quitting your job and playing poker to earn money.) He was successful with his statistical approach to baseball and changed the way baseball leagues manage their teams and the way they play their games. Then he applied his talent for seeing patterns in data to politics, eventually correctly predicting the outcomes of the 2008 and 2012 elections, when most pundits got it wrong. Even though his blog, fivethirtyeight.com, hosted at the New York Times, reached millions of readers, he left the newspaper for ESPN in the summer of 2013 in order to spend time focusing on sports in addition to other topics.1



What can you learn from Nate Silver’s career path? His early strengths were numbers and writing. His talent for math showed up when he was in preschool and continued to develop throughout his life; for example, he was doing multivariate statistical analysis on baseball data at age eleven. Economics uses a lot of both of those strengths. At his first job, Nate used his strengths in numbers and economics and probably was paid a good salary, but something was missing. When he found the work unfulfilling, he took a risk and left. His next career move incorporated more of his interests in addition to his natural strengths and technical capability. His contrast experience was spending time in an unfulfilling job. In an interview, Stephen J. Dubner, co-author of Freakonomics asked Silver about his biggest regret. Silver answers, “Spending four years of my life at a job I didn’t like.”2

To create meaningful work that is what you love to do, you must discover your strengths and interests and then work with them. This requires developing yourself and understanding what you love to do. Contrast is a particularly useful tool for getting started with self-discovery and ongoing development. When you meet contrast head on and use it to energize your movement forward through life, you begin developing yourself. After you’ve got the hang of learning from contrast, you can let it prompt you to seek information, put ideas together, take things apart, reflect, and discover your strengths.

Nate Silver’s story shows how the contrast of experiencing a job he was not passionate about helped clarify a career direction. Although his talent for math showed up early and continued to develop, it took a contrast experience to show him how and where to use his talent to create interesting and engaging work that brings him meaning and joy.

Taking the time to reflect on whether you enjoy your work and, if so, why, and to experiment with different types of work, regardless of whether this experimentation leads to career evolution or revolution, is critically important. Over the past several years, multiple surveys showed that only 32 percent of working people on average are truly engaged with their work.3 As Nate Silver’s story shows, there’s a huge payoff in making sure you are doing work that you can feel engaged with.


If You Don’t Know, Experiment!

I got to know my strengths through trial and error and by trying many types of work until I learned what I liked. A benefit of going to work early in life like I did is having more years to try different types of work and develop skills. No classroom education replaces experience and experimentation.



When you try a lot of jobs and work in many types of roles, you can learn a lot about yourself and your best talents. This creates a platform you can use to set your desires and grow in a direction that could be a career and a lifelong passion. For example, I started my career in retail sales. First, in high school I sold cosmetics, shoes, and clothes (and anything else that was legal); these were all things that I wanted to buy. A job in fashion retail gave me two direct benefits: the store discount was important because I was on a tight budget and the setting provided a place to experiment and develop my selling skills.

I was very shy when I was young (I am still an introverted person), and I absolutely knew my shyness would limit my future. I wanted to break through the shyness and remove self-limiting barriers, and the sales job helped me accomplish that. The more I sold products and confronted my fear of talking to strangers, the more comfortable I became. With every new thing that you try to do—the more you try, learn, and adjust—the better you get at it and the more comfortable you feel doing it. At this point in my career and life, I am very comfortable talking with anyone regardless of their title, position, or level of stardom. The art of mastery is all about doing things many times, getting feedback, and learning and adjusting along the way. After thousands of times doing anything, you can begin to master it.

Because I liked the beauty and fashion industry, I learned hairdressing; this served me well by giving me a fun way to try out a new skill and make extra money while in high school and college. Finding jobs to help pay my college tuition helped me develop core skills in areas I liked. As a teenager, I did not have a clear direction of where I would end up in my career—the Internet technology business was not invented yet. But I knew one thing for sure: I knew I needed skills to compete in the job market. And from my father, I knew I did not want to end up underemployed or in a job that I did not like.

In defining my job choices, I took all of this into account. I also made sure I had experience that mattered to hiring managers. In other words, early on I sought out ways to develop skills that would put me in a good position for many types of future jobs.

For several years while going to college, I managed a party goods store—think plastic tableware, paper cups, napkins, and so on, and snuggle toys. It wasn’t exciting—I was not particularly passionate about these products—but I learned new skills like running a retail store, and I was passionate about consumers, observing their buying behavior, and learning what drove their decisions. This job helped me practice the marketing, business management, and consumer product theories that I was learning in college. It was like having internships or co-op jobs, just the way students in medical school have clinical rotations. I learned that I was organized, knew how to identify consumer buying behavior, and knew how to use that information to bring in the best merchandise for my customers. I saw in real life the effect of pricing and merchandising on purchases as well as the power of the brand. These early experiences made it clear that I loved to interact with customers, loved to sell, and loved to run a business. I also liked the responsibility of being a manager. It forced me to build new skills, and I learned I liked to lead.

Through these experiences, I developed a good feel for leading people and working with customers, and I developed an approach to managing business that always involved the customer perspective. If we had products that sat on the shelf too long, we could always point to making a decision without enough customer data. Having customers to talk with every day helped keep our failures to an acceptable level.

After college, my first job was selling computers, and I did my homework on people—found out what they liked, what they valued, and if possible, their dreams and fears. If you know someone’s dreams and fears, you can motivate them by appealing to these things. For example, if you are trying to sell a brand new, unproven product in the market, look for customers who want to innovate, who are okay with acceptable risk, and who want to be seen as being on the cutting edge of things. Sales is all about understanding and anticipating your customers so you can line them up with a product that matches their needs and their acceptable level of risk-taking. When you have this match, you must spend the appropriate amount of time with them to get them through the purchase cycle and help them experience success with what they bought. Most people skip this last part, but it is an important part of building a customer base.

Throughout my work life, I have consistently used experimentation to know what I like and what I don’t like in jobs. Using your experiences to guide future career decisions allows you to stay open to new things and to stretch yourself without getting stuck for too long in a job that you don’t want to do. This consistent approach has helped me develop a strong internal compass. I discovered my strengths and my passions, I have owned them, and I have used them to move forward.

To create work you love, you need a vision for yourself. You need a dream, some goals, and an idea of how to reach your goals and bring your dream to life. Without a dream and some goals, you are more likely to just exist from day to day. Furthermore, you need to align your goals and work for happiness, for money, for your family, and whatever else is important to you. This is important, the key to so much of success. We all choose the course our lives take. Every decision is ours to make, whatever the external situation. No one wakes up one morning and says, “I want to be poor and be in a job I hate.” But without a vision of your future and goals to realize that vision, life can go awry with one impulsive decision.


Exposure Is the Key

Ideally, when you have the right job and are on the right career path, if someone asks you “What is your life-long dream?” and “What would you do if you could do anything?” your answer will be “What I am doing right now.” But with any career possible, you might be thinking, “How do I choose? How do I know what to do? How did you figure this out?” If you look closely at the story I just told, you’ll see that the answer is exposure.



To find your passion and make sure it is part of your work and your career, you need exposure to different types of work. What type of exposure works for you depends on your stage of life. Volunteering can help you get exposure; so can internships. But if you have other people depending on you, you will need to make sure you have an income coming in while you experiment and develop new skills. Likewise, if you are too young to work but eager to get started exploring, you’ll need to be creative and find adult mentors willing to have you shadow them in their work and allow you to assist.

There are other ways to get exposure to different careers. You can connect with people in jobs you are interested in and ask them to explain what they do every day or even mentor you. If you work in a large company and there are people in your company doing the kind of work you are interested in, you can volunteer to work for them to do special projects. But make sure your boss supports this effort. Most large companies are used to resource-sharing across organizations and will support employees in doing cross functional projects, so ask if this is available to you. You can also find a mentor in the job area you are interested in who may allow you to shadow them and experience the real work that goes on every day. There are lots of informational resources buried in people’s biographies, industry documentaries, or even sources like LinkedIn that can help you understand what is out there and the great things people are doing in their jobs every day.

When looking at new opportunities, consider this exploration of work as a series of experiments. Observe your positive and negative reactions without making judgments or drawing conclusions. When you are getting exposed to many different types of work, something will draw you in. After you have identified an area of interest, you can then home in on something specific.

Why is exposure and experimentation—the act of doing different types of work—so effective in helping you discover your path? It gets you out of your head. If your thoughts about career are all in your head with no real experience to test them against, you can become confused and reject career paths before you know much about them. “Sell something? I could never do that!” “Develop a marketing strategy? Create a user experience? Sell my graphic design services to a company? I don’t have the credentials.” Career coach Allison Cardy points out that you have to move beyond simply thinking about what you might like to do: “The symptoms of early [career] dismissal are frustration and confusion about your career direction. There’s also a distinct lack of any action in the real world. Everything occurs in your head. ... The solution to early dismissal is to get out of your head, talk to people and test out your ideas in the real world. Give yourself the opportunity to get as clear as possible about what your day-to-day life would be like in the profession you’re considering. ... By doing this, you’ll get a more accurate understanding of whether or not you’re on the right track. Plus, by connecting with people in your desired field, you’ll naturally set yourself up for being able to network into a job.”4


How Parents Can Help Their Kids and Students Can Help Themselves

My experiences lead me to recommend that all parents encourage their kids to work early. Also encourage your kids to find hobbies that they like and that can progress into careers.



When my nephew was four, he was very shy. As an only child, his parents were concerned about his shyness and began to encourage him to volunteer. He had a passion about animals and had started working at the local animal shelter. So, believing in exposure and experience, his parents set him up with a table and photos of animals in front of his mother’s store in Los Gatos, California, to raise money for the humane society. They had his cousin, at the ripe old age of six, join him for moral support. Who can resist giving money for a good cause—kittens and puppies—when a couple of adorable kids who want to help are doing the asking? They raised close to $1,000 for the cause, and that experience built new skills and confidence in influencing others. My nephew has become very skilled at raising money, which can progress to any number of successful careers: being an entrepreneur, leading a cause, or heading a development department for a non-profit institution. In the meantime, he is using those skills to get what he wants from us, and I must say he is very effective!
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Figure 3-1 My Nephew Raising Money for the Humane Society



High school is a prime time for exposure to different types of work, but most kids are so overwhelmed with events and schoolwork it can sometimes cloud their view of what they really love. When you are overcommitted, there is no time for self-reflection—which is not a strength of adolescents to begin with. Encourage your high school students to try a number of things, take the time to think about what roles they gravitate to, and then focus on developing these interests into a future profession. There will be lots of signs to help guide them on their way. Do they gravitate to artistic projects? Are they organizers and project leads, keeping everyone on track? Is writing and composition or math pulling their interest? For example, choosing drawing, math, physics, engineering, and computer science might point to engineering as an interesting field. In contrast, the combination of artistic expression, computer science, and working on the school newspaper could point to the field of graphic design, user experience design, or one of the many new jobs in media.

Many people in college are still not secure in their career direction and need to explore and experiment to define their path forward. Choosing a college that allows and encourages this exploration in real life as well as in classes and labs is fundamental to developing work skills. Teachers who use project based work in the classroom to teach skills can produce great real life working experiences, particularly if they have partnered with industry for interesting projects. This can give someone a head start in their profession by getting them real experience in critical work skills in a safe environment.

If you are post-college and working, you can and should invest in exploring different types of work, both within your company and external to your company if necessary. Most of us will reinvent ourselves in our careers a few times before we retire. Thinking about your career and your interests as an evolving journey is the best way to stay proactive in your career and keep yourself engaged in your work. When you are early in your stage of self-development, you do not need an exact job or career in mind, but you need to be in the ball park. You have to know if you want to be an entertainer (you love to be on stage and get your energy from people) or a business person (you love the idea of creating new products or services, getting into new markets, developing and marketing new products, and making money). Or if you like to debate or negotiate and feel comfortable pursuing a story to influence a client or jury, you might want to go into sales or law. If you love to tinker and invent new products, then engineering or product design are great fields.

If you are already in a career and work for a good-sized organization or company, then you have the opportunity to take on different roles in the same organization. This is something to leverage extensively in building your skills with work that you love and keeping on the path of producing high value for your organization. The trick in connecting to important work that you like is paying attention to your company’s top leaders and managers and colleagues in other departments. Get a sense of the trends of the initiatives and investments in the company along with work needing to get done. See if there are gaps for work that needs to get done in your environment, and use your talents, skills, and abilities to fill those gaps. You can also develop skills to fill a gap in yourself by volunteering on special projects with good teams willing to mentor you. The key to long-term success is being curious and adventurous. Never be afraid to try something new. Become an active partner with your manager and seek out opportunities to stretch yourself. If you have career plans, share those ideas with your manager. If you’re not comfortable sharing those ideas, observe yourself and your environment to learn why. Career management is most effective when you manage yourself and your manager.


Understanding the Work Environment

If you’re going exploring, it’s useful to have a map. Even if the map is only a broad outline, you can fill in the details while you explore unknown territory. To pin down what work you want to do, you need to understand the environments you might work in—let’s call this the outside context—and what you bring to that environment—your strengths, interests, values, and so on—the inside context.




Outside: The World of Work and Where It Is Headed

Today, we’re seeing dramatic changes in the nature of work, companies, and employment. Traditional work models and organizational structures, jobs, and even whole industries are undergoing rapid transformations. Jobs that are available today didn’t exist 10 years ago.5 And, jobs that existed 200 years ago and that disappeared during the Industrial Revolution are becoming viable again, but in different forms and contexts—think Etsy, the maker movement, and artisanal baking.



After the Industrial Revolution was solidly under way and inventions and innovations began occurring faster and faster, businesses started organizing in more complex ways. The larger businesses and corporations grew, the more complex they became, and the more important it became to have employees who knew the ropes. Job security and a career ladder weren’t just perks for employees. Long-term employees preserved corporate knowledge and systems and helped businesses run efficiently.

From the 1950s until the late 1970s, you could land a job at a company and stay there for 40 or 50 years, doing the same thing or moving up the career ladder. But that all changed in the late 1970s when recessions and stagnation made companies look for ways to maintain profitability and they found a solution in mass layoffs. Then during the 1980s when the technology and information revolution took off, the speed of change within companies accelerated. Companies had to get smarter about changes in their customer segments and bring products and services to market faster to satisfy their need before a new company or business model would disrupt them.

This time-to-market phenomenon affects all kinds of companies, but in the 1980s when Silicon Valley became dominant, it had a profound impact on the technology industry. The balance of commerce in tech shifted from the East Coast to the West Coast, and particularly to the Bay Area in California. Early high tech companies, like Wang, Digital Equipment Corporation, and Data General, disappeared because they did not see the next technology change—the PC—coming, so they lost their markets, whereas newer companies like Microsoft and Intel replaced them. Today tech companies are constantly redefining themselves and transforming their solutions to fit an evolving, fast-paced market. And many even newer companies like Google are trying to eat their lunch. Who will challenge Google? Many companies are already carving out pieces of Google’s market and newer business models, enabled by Google, may ultimately challenge Google. Apple is another good example of a company that missed a trend but came back with a vengeance after their leader returned and they got their mojo back. They have maintained their momentum since Steve Jobs’s death in 2011, and I hope that continues.

Changes in business models enabled by technology continue to transform the landscape of business, transportation, government, education, and society. In today’s sharing economy, we are seeing even greater market disruption than we have seen before. Companies like Uber, Apple, Netflix, Airbnb, Amazon, Google, and many others are changing the way we access and use products and services and will change the buying economy like never before. This is significantly impacting traditional companies who struggle to keep up and survive. If everything is rented or paid for by the drink, that has a significant impact on how economies and businesses move forward.

Likewise, the workplace and jobs have and will continue to change. In a fast-changing world, we need to continuously evolve our skills and invest in continuous learning on the job to stay relevant in the market. Even the way employees are engaged to work has changed. In the sharing economy, workers are independent contractors rather than committed to full time jobs. According to the Freelancers Union, in 2014 about 34 percent of the U.S. workforce was working freelance or as independent contractors. Many other statistics now show that 40 percent of the workforce is part of what experts are calling the contingent workforce.6 By 2020, 50 percent of the workforce is expected to be contingent labor (see Figures 3-2a and 3-2b). The good news is these changes make work much more interesting. Fifty years ago, many people were bored at work and companies created a lot of bureaucracy and layers of management to make sure people did their jobs.
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Source: Economic Modeling Specialists, Intl.

Figure 3-2a Total Number of People Employed in Contingent Workforce, 2001–2024
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Source: Economic Modeling Specialists, Intl.

Figure 3-2b Number of People Employed in Contingent Workforce in Management, Business and Financial, and Computer and Mathematical Occupations, 2001–2024



We’re in a period of tremendous transition and may be in near-constant transition for the foreseeable future. We still have industries and companies, but instead of employees, we are making a transition to professional workers. These new professionals—different from the traditional, Bureau of Labor Statistics definition of professionals, meaning doctors and lawyers and so on—work on products or projects in many different capacities or roles. They organize around a specific project until it is finished, and then they break apart and move on to another project with a different group of players. In the IT industry, this work style is called agile teaming; the Gartner Group calls it swarming. To execute special projects, you need knowledge experts and company experts; when these two groups come together, they make new things happen. When work on a project is finished, the agile work team disassembles, and people float to something else. Workers can be located anywhere in the world, and the only constraint is having a common language and complementary working hours.

Because work is changing and companies are looking for speed, agility, innovation, and higher productivity from the workforce, middle management jobs have begun to collapse, and some say they will disappear over time. Jobs will be more specialized, with more digitally-oriented processes or tasks, and will always reflect market conditions and dynamics.

Agile work teams are a mixture of professionals working in stable jobs within companies and professionals who are brought in to work on a particular project and then leave. This requires people and companies to work differently than in the pre-digital era. Technology—such as the cloud, software as a service, digital workspace tools that facilitate collaboration, and so on—is playing a big role in enabling companies to operate in this more flexible, dynamic fashion. Companies are beginning to collect teams on the fly as the need arises and disperse them after the need is addressed, similar to just-in-time inventory tactics that changed supply-chain strategies in the 1990s.

Agile teaming and contingency work create benefits for the workforce. In some fields, you can become highly specialized in an in-demand knowledge area and float from company to company, delivering your expertise in that specialty to those companies when they need it, for a portion of a year or a year and a half. Employers will pay well for these hot specialty areas, so it can be an advantage to be independent. Being able to fill these highly specialized roles serially at different companies enables a person to continuously work full time or only as much as they want, whereas a decade ago that same person might have been employed only temporarily or part time.

Many people—close to 54 million7—are seeking out this change. They recognize that they can get paid well and have great professional lives full of lots of interesting projects and flexibility, which enables them to have great personal lives. The contingent workforce structure also allows people to control and manage their careers more easily. It is not a path for moving up a career ladder or through the ranks of leadership, but it is a great way to be a nomad or hired gun and get top dollar for your work. It also allows you to select jobs based on what matters to you, gives you lots of interesting work choices, and allows you to change your work as your interests change. This style of working is great for people who like to be independent and don’t want to stay at one company very long.

All of these changes make work more exciting and interesting than it was in previous generations. There’s more opportunity for you to take control of your career, stay in tune with changes, and move around, because now you can try out new roles and follow your interests to new projects without being considered disloyal. You’re committed to the work first, and the employer becomes your customer. You’re committed to the company only as long as the relationship works, and then you move on to something else.

The disruption caused by the shift from industrial to postindustrial to information to digital society makes it difficult for companies to keep up with the pace of change. Skill and talent gaps are opening up in different industries and locations and at different times. There are labor force shortages around the world, but they are not caused by a lack of able-bodied people to work. There are plenty of people to work. However, these people are not necessarily skilled at the right things. Out of necessity, companies are recognizing that they must become more open to hiring different kinds of people, including people without traditional college credentials. In 2015, President Barack Obama announced the Upskill Initiative during his last State of the Union Address, a program designed to help businesses develop credentialing, apprenticeships, on-the-job training, and innovative training programs to simultaneously address skills gaps and open up access to higher paying jobs for front-line workers.8

For at least the next decade, there’s going to be a continuing shortage of the right talent at the right place at the right time in many industries. We call this a skills gap, a mismatch between education and training in the workforce on the one hand, and the education and training needed for jobs now and in the future, on the other. The digital revolution is percolating through all industries. For example, manufacturing is going to be hugely impacted by 3D printing, robotics, big data, and the Internet of Things (IoT). Healthcare will move to robotic surgery for just about all applications, and doctors will provide care to remote locations and people’s homes through telepresence. It’s becoming a beam-me-up-Scottie, Star Trek world. Retailers are using city streets and transit stations to sell products with virtual dressing rooms on mobile apps. Product images with bar codes are available everywhere—on the street, in magazines, on digital billboards—and can be scanned for direct purchase in an instant. Cars will soon be driverless computers on wheels and will be crash resistant. For example, Google started its self-driving car program in 2009 and has been conducting test drives in several different communities; traditional car makers are sure to follow.9 Similar to health care, financial advice will be virtually delivered through remote expertise on video.

The world is changing fast and so are the jobs. We all need to see how we can participate in and support these changes and create new jobs for ourselves in the process. That means keeping an adventurous and curious spirit, and riding the big waves of change without fear—or at least not letting fear stop you or freeze you into place. The entire nature of work and the workforce itself is changing, and we need to develop new types of skills for today’s changing business needs.

In the future, every job in every industry will have some amount of technology. In some respects, every company will be a tech company, and every company will need a workforce that is technically capable and that can change the way that they are doing work to deal with the Internet-of-everything world that we will live in. As a consequence, it is critically important for everyone to engage in self-development.

This all makes for a work environment in which you are learning all the time, so you’re never bored and work is exciting and engaging. In Studs Terkel’s book Working, people talk about their work as getting the job done and providing for their basic needs, but not connecting to their interests and not worth getting excited about.10 Don’t be that horrible statistic of someone not engaged in their job who is just going through the motions. Make work work for you. Today, you don’t have to settle for a job that just pays the bills. You can explore ways to make sure you connect with your work at a deeper level so it has meaning and you realize your impact. Being successful requires that you find a deeper personal connection to work and that your work excites you.

Something about the nature of work has changed. It is less restrictive, and more dynamic and creative. During most of the twentieth century, work was more stable than it is now, but it was also static. It was difficult to move to a different company or to change your role after you selected a particular career or type of work. Now there is tons of flexibility that creates tremendous opportunity to match your work to your changing interests.

The structure of work in a corporation used to be hierarchical and autocratic, from one person at the top down to the line manager. There are many more structures today, from the traditional hierarchy to fully team-based. Although corporations still have CEOs and senior management staff, there is a great openness to ideas from all corners of an organization. If you look at the history of Apple, for example, you’ll hear from much of the leadership team that many people brought ideas to Steve Jobs. Steve Jobs, in turn, would help people refine those ideas by collaborating and brainstorming with them, getting the ideas to the level of quality that he felt was important. He would help people bring clarity to their work, from ideas to execution. Steve Jobs saw his role as being the point man on quality control and alignment to the vision. He would make sure everything Apple was doing was aligned to the vision. But many people throughout his team were incubating great ideas that matched Steve’s vision of the value he wanted to add to consumers’ lives. This is how great Apple products came to be.

In my company, Cisco, John Chambers, the executive chairman and former CEO, worked very much the same way. He would keep his door open to many employees, listen to your idea, and point you to a few things you needed to do to validate the idea and get it funded.

Figure 3-3 summarizes how work has changed from the twentieth to the twenty-first century and how it is evolving now.
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Figure 3-3 How Work Is Evolving




Inside: Your Strengths and Interests

Why do we work? At the most basic level, we work to provide ourselves with food and water, clothing, and a safe place to sleep. But work provides us with more than basic survival. Work also gives us connections with other people, a sense of belonging, and a feeling that we have an impact on the world. When things are really clicking with your work, it helps give meaning to your life. Abraham Maslow first put these ideas together in 1943. At the time, he was thinking about motivation and a positive view of human beings. Today his hierarchy of needs is very popular in management circles. Just about everyone recognizes that pyramid with basic needs and safety at the bottom and self-actualization at the top. There are critiques of the theory,11 research that supports it,12 and research that modifies it,13 but I use it to think about what I need from a job and work. I definitely need more than money and the basics. I need something more like the picture on the right of Figure 3-4.
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Figure 3-4 Create Work That Gives You More Than the Basics



When I worked in retail, I discovered that even though I loved working with customers and in consumer products retailing, the whole experience of standing on my feet 14 hours a day and being fixed to a store didn’t work for me. But the general sense of business I got from working retail jobs in my teens made me want to learn more about it, so I studied business in college. I thought I would probably like marketing or sales, or some other profession in which I would get to influence people, or in which I could create a vision or a picture of something that I could get people excited about. I knew I liked influencing people from working in sales at our local department store. All of those early experiences gave me the insight that my passions were around helping people solve problems or acquire something they need and seeing products and companies reach success.

Even though I worked through high school, I never had any real money. I spent what I earned on my family, my books, and my living expenses because I was supporting myself and helping my family. We were quite poor, and that experience taught me many lessons: “don’t be poor,” “get an education,” “choose a career that you love and would be willing to work hard at,” “be self-sufficient,” “don’t waste time dwelling on the past,” and “don’t allow my past to define me.” These were very valuable lessons. Losing my father so young, I knew it was important to stand on my own two feet and I had healthy ambitions to lead an exciting, big life. So I wanted a career that would provide good money and high employability. I thought studying business and technology would be a good start.

And that is how I began experimenting and exploring to figure out the jobs and career that were right for me. I sifted through the opportunities and tried a few on, like coats. I tried on retail work. I did a little modeling and worked on product campaigns and advertising. I did some hairstyling and design and a little coding just for fun. I literally worked around the center of my interests.

College courses like computer science, marketing, and business law gave me greater exposure to other types of jobs. While in college, I gravitated to professors who were working in their crafts. I had a great professor of business law who had worked for years at GE. I had another professor who had his own advertising and brand company, and I asked him to throw projects my way to give me a sense of what building a product campaign was like. At the school I attended—the University of Massachusetts, technology was important, a core part of the curriculum required for anyone getting a B.S. degree. So I took technical programming courses. I also took physics, marketing, business, and business law courses along with anthropology, literature, and psychology.

At first I thought I was going to be a lawyer, so I started taking pre-law courses. I got an opportunity to be sponsored into Harvard for a year because they were looking for women to come in. But in talking to lawyers to find out about the career, I learned that they were all out of work (Boston has a whole lot of lawyers), and I did not like the daily grind of the job. I thought about what I did like about the job: I get to influence people. I get to formulate ideas, make presentations, and present arguments. I get to use my analytical mind, sort through facts, and convince people to see the same thing I do—the same skills used in marketing and business; they’re very similar jobs. But when I discovered that I was going to spend another four years in school and, after that, I might still be unemployed, I understood that a career as a lawyer was not the answer for me.

Then I thought, I have experience with selling. Maybe I could try on sales for a little while—another new coat—but do it in a new industry that was growing. This idea led me to my first opportunity in the technology industry when I graduated from college. The people who were hiring at that time were technology companies—it was the very beginning of the high tech industry with IBM, HP, and so forth breaking new ground.

Through the different jobs I had, the courses I took, volunteering for projects, and talking with people in different jobs, I was developing a good idea of what I liked to do and what I could do well. And because of my early life experiences I made sure that I knew what would pay well and offer long-term stability.

When you’re exploring different kinds of jobs and subjects, take some time to think about yourself. What have you done that you enjoy—in any area of life, not just paid work? When have you felt particularly good about your work, studies, or anything that you’ve been doing? What didn’t you enjoy so much? Jot down some notes. You can even make a table like this one:
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You can also think about whether the experiences you enjoyed the most involved particular characteristics. Did you enjoy one combination of things more than others?


Finding Your Strengths

Knowing what you like to do is important. But you also need to know what you are good at doing. But keep in mind that it takes lots of practice, which means investment of time, to get good at something. Here’s where it gets tricky. You have to like something enough to do it long enough to get good at it.



Grammy award-winning trumpeter Chris Botti’s journey illustrates this way to discover and develop strengths. Chris Botti grew up in Oregon, where he had to create his own interests. He remembers hearing Miles Davis play when he was 12 and describes the music as having “this radically different ... brooding kind of melancholy ... sound ... [that went] inward and resonated with me. At that moment I thought to myself, ‘I want to be a trumpet player for the rest of my life.’”14 He immediately decided to pick up the trumpet and dedicate himself to practicing. Botti went to college in Indiana, where he was not distracted by many other inputs, so he continued to practice 8 to 10 hours a day. When he first started thinking about work or a career, he made a conscious decision about what he didn’t want to do. His first job as a trumpet player involved playing in Buddy Rich’s band, backing Frank Sinatra. He recalls “recognizing that playing in a big band was not my thing. ... Here again you learn what you don’t want to do.” Botti’s short term goal was to do studio work, but he and his friends had to work their way into the studio scene:

I thought there would be a way for us to break into the scene. I remember the first couple of years everyone saying, ‘Ah no, it can’t be done. It’ll never be done.’ By us being open to working with younger bands or acts that didn’t know ... about ... horn playing ... we brought accessibility, so we’d work well with the artist. ... Ed Kalehoff was our entrée back into the main stream of studio work. There was a window of five, six, seven years ... you learned, over that course of time you’d see how records were made. We were witnessing first-hand how great producers would make records ... gave us great respect for the older crew ... It was a super fun time. ... you become fascinated with what you’re doing and you try to put your all into it.15

Botti’s advice to a young person is that “determination ... outranks talent. You have to really want it.” Be passionate and be dedicated to the work you want to do.

Some people find it difficult to identify their strengths. Discovery tests provide another way to learn whether you have a personal fit with a particular career or profession. Generally, in a discovery test you answer questions that uncover your skills and natural talents as well as your passion. Then the test matches what you like to do (your passion) and what you are good at (your skills and abilities) with a particular type of work. After you have identified a particular type of work, you can create a professional career path or map out a strategy to get into that work.

One very popular discovery test is the Clifton StrengthsFinder assessment, which is accompanied by a book StrengthsFinder 2.0 by Tom Rath.16 The StrengthsFinder assessment is available via the web, and you can receive a basic report for a reasonable fee; a more detailed, complete report is more expensive. This assessment can help you identify your abilities and talents, and clarify a career path.

In his book, Tom Rath makes an important point: when you invest in your talents, you develop strengths, and when you work to your strengths, you do your best work. Your talents are how you naturally think, feel, and behave. To turn your talents into strengths you must develop skills, increase your knowledge, and practice.

Still, I think the best way to identify what you want to do for work is trying things out early and repeatedly—exposure to new things and new approaches to what you already do. This allows you to be continuously developing yourself and evolving, which makes any career more fun and exciting.

Throughout life, your early interests may fade with time and new interests may become clear. If the career you chose first did not grow with you as you developed, you may need to reinvent yourself. Or factors out of your control may inspire you to think about new directions and new careers. Professional football players spend much of their youth training for a career that often ends in their late 20s after only 3½ years.17 On average, professional dancers retire at around age 34.18 After focusing for years on being among the best in their field, both athletes and dancers find it difficult to figure out what else they might want to do. The sense of loss that retiring professional dancers feel is similar to the loss of a first love or the death of a loved one. They often have to mourn the loss of their first career before fully engaging in plans to develop a new career.

One of the reasons I deeply admire a friend’s son, Jean-Marc, is that he was able to negotiate the transition from professional dancer to a new career in an empowered way. His story is about having vision and actively going after it, constantly reinventing, discovering what’s going to make you happy, what you’re going to be successful at, and then moving yourself toward that vision. Jean-Marc is under 30. He had a deep love for dance from the beginning. Even though he did not have the perfect body type, he trained in dance, became a professional dancer, and performed with several famous ballet companies around the United States. At some point when he started getting older, he realized that his body would not hold out forever. He also recognized that his body type was keeping him from getting top roles. So he started investigating other work he might want to do, and he began to reinvent himself.

Jean-Marc’s father is a biochemist and the CEO of a small start-up biotech company. Exposure to his interests led Jean-Marc to train as an EMT after he finished his dance career. He discovered that what he liked best about work as an EMT was helping people, and he learned that he is very good at situations in crisis. After working as an EMT for several years, he thought about becoming a doctor. Here he was trying on different suits, testing out different types of work, different theories of what he might like and might not like. He found that medicine had a real calling to him and that he found a lot of joy in helping people. At this point, he became determined to continue working as an EMT in order to save up the money to go to college. He is now in medical school, on the road to becoming a doctor.

One of my favorite things about Jean-Marc is that he’s all about making what he wants for himself happen. He wanted to be a dancer, and he made that happen. When dance was no longer working for him, he started down another path, figured it out, and is now making that happen. He is the ultimate self-governor. At the same time, he is a joy to be around, a wonderful person who is bright and really connects well with people.

Experience and exposure to new things stirs new interests. Every experience, both good and bad, will make you clear on what you want and what you don’t want in your life. This is just as true with careers as it is with lifestyles, food, clothing, and many other things. Expect your interests to change with time and experience. It is a natural process that can open new doors. Be aware, however, that change may mean you need to explore new options or rediscover yourself to get to that next career.

Today many people in their mid-30s and 40s—even older—are reinventing themselves. This is partly in response to rapidly changing industries and global economics. But it has just as much to do with personal development and changing interests as a person evolves over time. Life-changing experiences—job loss, divorce, serious illness, or family situations—change your perspective. These changes can change your appetite and direction for what you want to do with the next chapter in your life.

One thing I know for sure is that the earlier you identify with changes in your situation or your interests and begin to take action on them, the less likely you will be outsourced, downsized, or replaced in your current job. For example, mid-career at Cisco I became aware that my job was not right for me anymore. I was uninterested in where it was going and my feeling was, “this is not working for me and probably for those around me as well.” I started thinking, “if not this job, then what?” and I did some soul searching to figure out what was really important to me. I made a list of what I liked and did not like about my job, and I made another list about what my dream job would look like. As I spoke with people in the company and outside of the company about what fed my passion and the characteristics of my next role, what I needed to look for in my next move became clear. That level of clarity about the job’s characteristics (note I did not say that I knew exactly what that job was, but I knew what it contained) helped me make the right choice at the right time and just before it was too late. Right behind me was someone who wanted my old job and who was very happy to take my place.

Although experiencing this kind of change is scary, if you embrace it as a new adventure and possibility, you will find that a new path opens that is even greater than what you might have envisioned. Sometimes you have to be clear about the characteristics of the job and stay flexible on what the job actually is. You may end up in a better place by not being too fixated on the exact job versus the possibilities of the job you could have, which may be even better than what you imagined. Letting go of details and specifics helped me stay open to ideas I had never considered, which ultimately had the formula I was looking for and became the right place for me.

You can’t be successful in anything unless you are honest with yourself about your talents and strengths. This is the first part of self-discovery, and you will spend a good deal of time getting to the heart of it. You need to map your passion and talent appropriately to a good job and career.

Reflecting on your experiences will get you to the general ball park of what you want to do, a general field or line of work. Even within a particular field, there are many different roles. For example, engineering can be internally-oriented, product-oriented, or customer focused. Knowing how comfortable you are with people versus objects and knowing how products work can help you choose the type of engineering role that is best for you. That is, you need to target a specific job before you can figure out how to go after it. And that means you need to know something about how work is structured.


There Are a Few Archetypal Jobs

In my experience, when people organize to do some work there are a few general roles. A well-functioning team has general characteristics that make things work.



• Visionary or architect: The visionary or architect works at the big picture level. They are the glue, the leader who holds a team together and sets the vision, destination, or goal. They engage in ideation and orchestrate getting something done.

• Designer: The designer formulates the details of the goal, defines all its components, and lays out the details of how to pull the components together.

• Builder: Builders execute. They take the designer’s details and specialize in building out any one of the components. They are able to get things done, and they are the best at doing the work.

• Scaler: Scalers make things that exist bigger or better and make them serve a larger group so a product or service can grow exponentially.

Most jobs include elements of each of these big-picture categories. However, a particular job will use more of one or two categories than the others.

To use this model, find the main category that fits what you like to do. For example, if you like to connect with people and advise them or help map out the path to where they want to go, then you are looking at “designing.” Some roles that apply to this would be sales, consulting, or marketing. If you like to help people to help themselves that would point in the direction training, coaching, teaching, or counseling. Likewise, if you like to create and build things, this might point you to the designer role applied in product management, product development, or engineering.

Your second task is to identify particular jobs that contain the mix that plays to your strengths and look for where there is momentum in an industry that you like. If you want the chance to do something that you are not yet highly qualified for, come up with a new idea on how to do it better. Or, find a part of the industry that is growing so fast that there isn’t enough talent for companies to hire deep experience. In that situation, companies are more willing to develop talent from raw potential—if you have some raw talent and life experience worth investing in. Either way, after you learn what it is that you want, head towards it. Get a way to build experience in that area as quickly as possible, even if that means working for less money or in a less-than-ideal job while doing volunteer work.


The Need for Both Soft Skills and Technology Skills

In addition to technology, which is turning the world into a smaller, more interconnected and interdependent place, globalization and changing demographics are contributing to what is likely to be the biggest economic and social shift in history. Globalization, technology, and demographic trends, both predictable and unpredictable, are combining to disrupt work as we currently know it.



Our contexts for working are changing rapidly as well. In 2011, the information technology research and advisory firm Gartner predicted that “By 2015, 40 percent or more of an organization’s work will be ‘non-routine.’”19 That projection was only five years into the future. According to Gartner fellow Tom Austin, “People will swarm more often and work solo less. They’ll work with others with whom they have few links, and teams will include people outside the control of the organization ... In addition, simulation, visualisation and unification technologies, working across yottabytes of data per second, will demand an emphasis on new perceptual skills.” You might not even recognize some of these terms. Gartner explains that “swarming is a work style characterized by a flurry of collective activity by anyone and everyone conceivably available and able to add value.” Work will become highly informal and spontaneous, and it will require uniquely human skills like empathy. I can tell you from my own experience at work, these changes are already in full swing today.

Emerging work contexts and styles require many of the skills that draw people to the social sciences and humanities. Daniel Pink, in his book A Whole New Mind, pointed out that work will more and more require connecting and manipulating facts. It was ten years ago, in 2005, when he said, “The future belongs to a very different kind of person with a very different kind of mind—creators and empathizers, pattern recognizers and meaning makers.”20 And he was right. Empathy is the number one skill that is needed by the jobs expected to grow fastest by 2020, and—although 2020 is only five years away—that need for empathy is not going to change anytime soon.21 Pink talks about what he calls symphonic thinking. It encompasses the ability to see the big picture, detect patterns, and combine disparate things into something the world didn’t know it was missing. Other qualities that companies prize today are critical thinking and problem-solving; a global mindset and cultural awareness; self-direction, risk taking, and resourcefulness; and the ability to collaborate. The reality is that skills developed in the humanities are even more sought after in business and information technology today than in the past because companies are looking for people who can create new solutions that did not exist before. And to do that, you have to be a terrific communicator and good at building relationships with other people.

No matter what, though, you are still going to need some technology background because of the degree to which everything is moving to a connected world—the Internet of Things (IoT). Healthcare, finance, public sector services, retail, manufacturing, and education all see their future being impacted by the IoT. Leaders in these fields see technology as a way to solve the problems of the world, and leaders in business see people with human skills as able to help them sort through possible scenarios and see things in innovative ways. In all areas, comfort with technology applications is going to be important.


The Future Is Uncertain, But You Don’t Need to Be

Reid Hoffman, co-founder of LinkedIn, was noted in Entrepreneur magazine, as saying, “Find the intersection of your strengths and aspirations and market realities.” His colleague, Ben Casnocha, added that “thinking about any one of those in isolation is wildly insufficient.”22 This is an understatement. Whether you’re starting and running a business or developing a successful career, you need to understand what people will pay you for.



In seeking a job, you’re trying to satisfy three criteria: what you enjoy doing, what you do well, and what pays wells (see Figure 3-5). If you neglect any one criterion, you’re going to end up in trouble. If you have a job you do well and that pays well, but you don’t particularly enjoy the work, eventually you will experience boredom or burnout. You won’t be able to keep a job doing work you enjoy and that pays well if you aren’t much good at doing the work. You can probably find work doing what you enjoy and do well without worrying about pay, but you can’t sustain that over the long run—unless you’re willing to live near the poverty line or are independently wealthy. The lesson here is that you’ll have the best chance of success if you take market realities into consideration with your strengths and interests.
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Figure 3-5 Satisfy All the Criteria To Find the Best Job



Mapping your interests and strengths to job market realities takes effort because market realities are a moving target that depends on the state of the economy, economic projections for the future, the impact of technology on industry, and location. In general, job growth is highest now and in the foreseeable future in professional and business services, retail trade, healthcare, the financial industry, and high tech. This doesn’t mean you won’t be able to find a job in other industries; it may just be more difficult or take longer.

Work realities are changing rapidly. New technologies, such as 3D printing, are changing the face of manufacturing. 3D printing is also changing what is possible in certain types of medicine. For example, biomedical engineers, scientists, and doctors have successfully printed bone structures, have used 3D printed structures to save lives, and have developed proof-of-concept demonstrations in a variety of medical specialties.23 The Internet and networking technology are evolving rapidly and having as much impact on delivering healthcare as they are having on marketing. Overall, automation from technology is replacing people in repetitive tasks and enhancing human performance in non-repetitive, creative tasks. The bottom line is that more jobs are requiring degrees and certification beyond a high school diploma.

Some of today’s news-making companies did not exist more than five years ago. For example, Uber, the ride-sharing app, launched in San Francisco in 2010 and is now valued at over $18 billion. Its competitors, Lyft and Sidecar, both launched in 2012. AirBnB went from an idea in 2007 to a company worth over $10 billion dollars in 7 years. Between them, Uber, AirBnB, TaskRabbit, and similar companies turned the “sharing economy” into a viable money-making proposition,24 which has expanded from guest rooms, ride sharing, and domestic services to peer-to-peer lending. All of this new economic activity is powered by the Internet, apps, mobility, and cloud services, which create further technology jobs in addition to sales and marketing, communications, and finance jobs.

Many of the top jobs that exist today did not exist 10 years ago. Some examples include digital media jobs like social media manager, blogger, search engine optimization specialist, content strategist, digital marketing specialist, chief digital officer, and chief listening officer. Individuals who would have worked in journalism, a field that is shrinking, are finding work in new media jobs. Other new jobs include mobile app developer, user experience analyst, and user experience designer. And still other new jobs include market research data miner, infographic designer, data scientist, big data architect, web analyst, and customer success manager. These jobs are direct outgrowths of digital society advances like the Internet of Everything (IoE).

These days, a lot can change in two years. Between 2013 and 2015, we saw the job market change from lukewarm to hot, and it has remained stable through the first quarter of 2016 with a five percent unemployment rate.25 We also saw an amazing array of new products come to market: smartwatches, new fitness trackers, and virtual reality headsets. Self-parking cars are closer than ever to parking themselves on streets, and Google’s self-driving cars have driven people over 1.5 million miles and counting in California, Texas, Washington, and Arizona.26 Nevada has licensed a self-driving truck—which still needs a human operator to negotiate tight turns—to drive on its roads. Many of these new products are part of the IoE. For example, smartplugs now enable remote control of appliances plugged into wall sockets; you can then use voice commands via your smartphone to control your home appliances. There is even an app that lets you program your appliances and control your security, lighting, and temperature over your phone. Cars are coming out equipped with web access. In the spring of 2015, Tesla released a residential battery that makes using renewable energy more efficient for homeowners and businesses. More new products and advances are on the way, and with them will come new jobs, new versions of old jobs, and new ways to use your education, training, and skills.

After you’ve identified a field of interest, it’s a good idea to find professional organizations and see what they say about job prospects in their fields and job requirements. You can also get a lot of useful information from a broad array of business publications, from publications about a particular industry to general publications about business and work.

Your goal is to identify what fields and industries are emerging, growing, shrinking, and in turmoil. Publications like Forbes and Inc. can give you a feel for where different industries and fields may be headed. For example, the fastest growing industries in 2013 when the economy entered full recovery were green and sustainable energy, personal care, online universities and for-profit education, social network games, mobile apps, 3D printing, and generic pharmaceuticals.27 By 2016, the fastest growing industries shifted to health care and social assistance, construction, private educational services, professional and business services, among others.28 The fastest shrinking industries are newspaper, periodical, book, and directory publishers, agriculture, manufacturing, utilities, and the federal government.29 Industries that are affected by significant changes and that are reinventing themselves into digital models are the traditional industries of manufacturing, education, energy generation, banking, and healthcare. Some of these changes will transform the industries and increase jobs, and others will automate existing jobs that are repetitive. It is important to be aligned with where things are going or do something different in the industry that adds value and plays to what people want. Many successful ideas for reinvention of businesses tend to occur after a new customer value, such as convenience, speed, lower cost, or differentiated experience, has emerged.

The bottom line is that you need to watch trends and use this information to guide decisions about what to do, what industry to work in, and where to work.


Creating a Blue Ocean Career Strategy

What to do if you aren’t interested in the newer technically transformed industries? Perhaps you want to get back to basics, design a career around more personalized services or products with a more personal touch. That is certainly attainable, but you need to position yourself or the service in a way that adds new value. My husband is following his passion by studying music, and he loves guitars. Although he deeply appreciates all that digitization has done to make it easy to record music in your home, he is equally excited about getting back to basics in guitar making. It takes a craftsperson a year to build a custom guitar at the level of quality produced before guitars went to mass manufacturing. There is a small market for hand-crafted guitars produced by people who are great at it and can find the high quality materials these beautiful instruments are made from. The people who produce these hand-made guitars are few, but those who are great are successful enough to generate a good income, serve their clients’ needs, and stand apart in the industry. It is possible to develop a career as an artisan, but you need to find the right customers and produce the quality of product to make it work.



It’s also possible to blend technology and the personal touch. For Joe Gebbia and Brian Chesky (and later, Nathan Blecharczyk), starting AirBnB was serendipitous. One day the roommates suddenly realized that they didn’t have enough money to pay the rent. It happened that there was a big design convention in their town (the roommates met at the Rhode Island School of Design, where they both earned design degrees). There were more people attending the convention than there were hotel rooms available. So Gebbia and Chesky decided to rent space in their loft to people in need of a place to stay. They threw in breakfast the next morning. AirBnB stands for airbed and breakfast.

Creating a new business model in an already-existing industry is called a blue ocean strategy.30 Instead of competing directly with hotel firms, AirBnB created a different way to serve people’s need for a place to stay. Folks who open artisanal bakeries, make hand-crafted unique jewelry, or sell ethnic fusion food or artisanal cheese and small-batch beer from mobile food trucks are following a similar strategy. By doing something so different, they change the frame of reference and the business model with it.

What I am proposing here is in fact the same thing for your career. Find a way to identify your rare gifts and skills, and your passion, and position them uniquely in an industry to serve a need. Start by identifying a specific problem that needs to be solved or a better way to accomplish something, and then find a way to turn the strengths you offer into a unique way to serve that need. This is how you change the frame of reference and develop a blue ocean strategy for your career. The traditional view is that good jobs are scarce and competition for them is fierce. Your blue ocean strategy acknowledges that you are unique, and therefore you can stand out from the crowd.

How do you accomplish this? You start with an outside-in and inside-out perspective. Draw information from the outside—the latest issues or customer needs and trends in an industry. From that information, map out what problem you are most interested in helping a company, an industry, or consumers to solve. Then map that problem to a skill you have or information you can bring to the table. By focusing on the match between what the industry or market needs, what you are passionate about participating in, and what you can bring as a skill to the table you have mapped out a path forward. You then say to yourself—out of the world of possible scenarios, I would like to play this role to solve this specific problem, and this is how I would go about doing that in a unique way that adds value. After you have figured out how, you have succeeded in creating a blue ocean strategy for your career.

A blue ocean approach to career management becomes less about finding a job and more about positioning yourself to serve a need in the market. It takes some self-awareness and a curious mind to come up with the right path. From there, you have a way to connect your unique skills with specific industries, companies, and jobs so you can develop a career in that industry or company. The more seasoned or experienced you are, the easier this becomes. Sometimes in the beginning you have to set a couple of possible destinations to explore, try a few things on, and then make a move to develop your unique value and career path.

With this kind of strategy, you are in fact taking control of your career and actively deciding on and pursuing your own path. Your strategy is to discover what makes you special—your strengths, talents, skills, knowledge, and way of being in the world—and link yourself to employers through delivering what they value. You’re going to find, craft, or create your own opportunities. A starting place is learning the answers to questions like the following:

• Which industries look interesting to me and which ones are growing?

• Am I located in a place where the jobs are for the areas that interest me? Location can help get you more access to better opportunities.

• What companies do I most relate to? What is their brand and do they value what I value?

• What types of services and solutions are being created in these industries, and do I want to participate in that kind of work?

• Do I have enough background knowledge to play in that space? If not, do I like that space enough to gain the necessary knowledge? What knowledge do I need and how long will it take?

Your job is to know yourself well enough to see where among all the industries, fields, and possible jobs you fit. You will connect the dots between why you would be a passionate and inspired person to do this particular job, this particular project, at this particular company.


What’s Next?

All successful people share some traits. The first and most important is knowledge of self and the ability to map out a plan to follow your dreams. Most successful people have good self-awareness. They have good self-discipline and good self-control.



Successful people also tend to have built a good amount of confidence in themselves over time. Most people do not start out confident. Confidence comes with breaking through areas of fear and doubt. It grows from trying and experimenting with new things and from doing things while afraid.

Another key trait of successful people is that they don’t expect to be good at everything; in fact, they don’t even try to be good at everything. They learn about and can laugh at their weaknesses and failures. When they are in management positions, successful people build teams around themselves that complement their weaknesses. Delegation and building good support around you are key to on-going success.

In my experience, there are specific skills like vision, the courage to move through difficult situations, integrity and character, generosity, and the ability to influence and get things done that can be advantageous to any career. They are skills that you can learn. I have had the good fortune to speak with, study, and learn from many successful and notable people. These skills have been prominent in the behavior and legacy of people like Tony Blair, Margret Thatcher, Hillary Clinton, John Chambers, Pharrell Williams, Tony Bennett, Oprah Winfrey, and Michael Jordan, among many others.

In the next three chapters, I explore how to map out a plan and discuss the essential skills that will help you craft a career. First up is scoping out a path and identifying the choices that will give you opportunities to reach your dreams.


4. Vision Strategy Execution

Life isn’t about finding yourself. Life is about creating your self.

George Bernard Shaw

Many successful people living their dreams did not start out knowing everything about the course of events that would lead them to where they are now. Others have a big, bold vision for themselves and, starting from their strengths, develop a value statement of who they are and where they are going. They set goals and targets for their careers and systematically work toward them.

Although setting goals is a fundamental part of a career strategy, to succeed you need to accept that some goals may not happen exactly as or when you intended. In fact, you cannot see your entire career path at a particular moment in time—no one can—and that is okay. You might know that you want to reach a particular goal, but you might not know how you are going to get there.1 And that is okay too. Flexibility and keeping a positive attitude when things don’t go exactly as planned are essential. Lasting success comes from a natural movement toward something you want to achieve, and it is driven by an internal desire and ability to learn and make progress.

Oprah Winfrey is a great example of this internal desire, drive, and ability. She speaks openly about her desire as a teenager to be on television helping people through sharing life-changing information. Over the course of her career, she has become the ultimate educator. Realizing all of this (and more) came from a clear vision for herself. Speaking at the Stanford Graduate School of Business in 2014, Oprah said that being self-aware is what fuels what you do. Her contrast experiences of growing up a poor, black child in the south with little to call her own gave her great desire to change her life. She did not want to live hand to mouth as she had done during her childhood.

But even a good salary in the 1970s and 1980s did not keep her from paying attention when her inner feelings told her that news reporting, which required her to set aside her empathy for others, was not the right job for her. The vision that pulls her forward and has helped her meet many challenges and change course many times is helping “connect people to themselves and the higher ideas of consciousness.”2

Your career is a journey. It evolves. You change, or your needs change. You climb one mountain, go down, then climb another. Your work and career are about doing things that fulfill you, that use your talents, and that make you feel good about yourself and life. Sometimes you climb a mountain and evolve there. Like Everest with its different ascent approaches, you experience different sides of your work. There’s no one right model for a career. You can think of it as a path, a ladder, a pyramid or mountain, or, as career coach and author Jennie Blake suggests, a smartphone with apps that you replace when you need to.3

When a job, industry, or field is not working for you, it is a signal that you need to evaluate what you are doing. Maybe your industry is changing in ways you find unpleasant—too much consolidation, competition, restructuring, too many layoffs, ever-expanding work hours. Or maybe the nature of the work is changing, as has been happening in the medical care field—too little time with patients and too much time on paperwork. Or maybe new, intriguing developments are occurring that you want to explore, such as 3D printing, biotechnology and biomedical engineering, nanotechnology, robotics, wellness approaches to healthcare, and so on. Regardless of whether it is the details or the big picture that changes, your body, heart, and mind, which are all tuned to understanding what is working in your life and what is not, give you abundant information to use when evaluating and making decisions.

For example, when my last position came to an end at Cisco I had been feeling a need for change and had been evaluating different options inside and outside of the company. My heart was not in my work and I was really ready for a change. As I started exploring and talking to people and getting clear on what I wanted to do, the next opportunities that were directly aligned to my goals and what I wanted to do naturally started to appear in front of me. I kept exploring and making my list of attributes for the next role, and with every job interview and each discussion, the clear choices started to appear. I was going with the flow and seeing what would turn out. When I got overly fixated on something, it would backfire, and I would then get more general again about what I wanted as I sifted through my choices. While this was going on, I was excited, a bit nervous about the change, but I ultimately knew my next decision—it became incredibly clear. As you go on your own journey and make changes in your career, keep listening, evolving, and moving with where the waters are flowing.

By now, you probably know that success isn’t a destination that you arrive at. Rather, it is something you reach for and build each day. When you build a house—even a simple three-room cabin—you need a concept drawing or vision that shows how the house should look, and you need detailed plans for constructing the house—what actions to take and when to take them.


Vision, Strategy, Execution

Chapters 1, 2, and 3 helped you assemble your building materials. You’re developing self-discipline, emotional intelligence, and self-awareness. You have a good idea of where you want to head. What’s up next is creating a vision to help keep you focused on your goal, developing a strategy designed to achieve your goal, executing tactics that follow from the strategy, measuring your progress, and adjusting as needed. You’ll repeat parts of this process or the whole thing until you achieve your goal, and then you can start again on a new goal.



In the book So Good They Can’t Ignore You, Cal Newport says, “The important thing about little bets is that they’re bite-sized. You try one. It takes a few months at most. It either succeeds or fails, but either way you get important feedback to guide your next steps. This approach stands in contrast to the idea of choosing a bold plan and making one big bet on its success.”4 Chapter 2 advocated making these types of little bets—exploring and trying different types of work on for size—to find the career direction you want to head in. Exploring and trying on different types of work is background research that helps you craft a vision, strategy, and execution plan.

The last time I explained this process to someone, he asked, “Do you really think it is that simple?” I told him, “No, it only sounds simple.” The world is often random and chaotic (remember contrast?), and that is why you need a plan. When you don’t have a plan, random events can overwhelm you or take you off track.

The type of plan I recommend is called a Vision-Strategy-Execution-Metric, VSEM for short. The VSEM is a strategy tool we use to run Cisco, and it has helped the company focus on its differentiated value and keep its many organizations aligned on execution. A meaningful and successful career is no fluke or accident. It starts with an architecture or picture, which helps a person keep focused and develop discipline in execution. And that’s exactly what a personal VSEM does.

Some people are not big on planning or have a hard time imagining their future. In this case, the VSEM can help with shorter term goals and execution. It’s like traveling in your car. Usually you don’t get in your car without some direction in mind. Your work life is the same. You will be more successful when you set a target to execute. So the VSEM has the added benefit of keeping you from bouncing around without meaning, purpose, or direction.

Let’s look at each element of this planning tool, some examples, and build your own VSEM along the way.


Vision

What is a vision? It is a vivid description of a desired outcome that inspires, energizes, and helps you create a mental picture of your career target or goal. This description doesn’t have to be a collection of words. It could just as easily be a picture or collage. Why is a goal so important? It provides structure. It provides a direction for making decisions. It provides focus for activities.



Your vision encapsulates what you want to accomplish in life—your purpose and your goal—via work and where you are headed. A great vision challenges and inspires you to achieve your goals. Your life purpose is something that does not change over the short term; it expresses your long-term goals in life. Some people understand early that they want to be entertainers or musicians because they want to give people joy or make them laugh and be famous for what they do. From an early age, others might want to be doctors to heal people or keep them healthy and feeling good.

My experience is that only a small number of people know their agenda and purpose early. Most people gain a vision through trying things out, experimenting, or seeing something in other people that really moves them. Through experience and exposure, people formulate their view of themselves and what they want to do or be. Think about the way Chris Botti described hearing Miles Davis play “My Funny Valentine” on trumpet, and from that moment on he wanted to spend his life playing trumpet.

A vision should be broad enough to be meaningful for the long term. Some experts put the long term at five or more years. Others say that plans should be shorter-termed, 18 months or 2 years, because the work environment is changing rapidly. But everything evolves and changes—the world, the way business operates, every field. A vision needs to include being excited about change in order to drive yourself toward continued evolution and continued revolution or reinvention in your field.

During their lives, most people have at least two career changes and work with many companies or organizations, but some people have more. As your career changes, your vision can evolve; or maybe your vision remains, but your strategies change. It is possible to have several, serial VSEMs as your career changes and evolves over your lifespan. (Career change can be driven by changes in strategy as well as changes in vision; I say more about this in the section on strategy.) As a consequence, your VSEM expresses your long-term purpose from today’s point of clarity. When your point of clarity changes, as it may, your VSEM will change to match it.

Early in my career—I was in my early 20s—I thought I wanted to be a lawyer. I saw myself as someone who was smart enough to figure out right from wrong through the fog of evidence and could make a great case for my position in court. I saw TV lawyers and real ones in my family, and I had a great law professor who really encouraged me. And I was interested in the topic. But when I had to choose a discipline in college, I noticed there were a lot of unemployed lawyers in town. This challenged my idea of what I wanted to do.

During this period, I got a lot of experience with sales, marketing, and business management through running a retail business. This gave me other career ideas—ideas of running a business and selling or producing products that really appealed to me. I started to recognize that I would have better opportunities and enjoy myself more in business than as a lawyer. I determined through these life and school experiences that I wanted to be an entrepreneur, run a business, or both, and this became my 20s vision.

At the beginning, I was mostly interested in creating or selling products versus running a whole business end-to-end, but I knew that ultimately I wanted to lead a big organization and a big business. I knew I wanted to be a valued and respected leader making a major impact for a company and for an industry. Making money was also on the agenda because of how poor I was growing up, but that was secondary to doing something that I felt I could do well and that would keep me motivated.

In essence, I kept a view on the big picture of being a business leader. But the definition of that business leadership grew in scale and scope, one step at a time, as I took on new experiences and learned every aspect of business (sales, product, engineering, financial, and operational). The more I took on, the more I liked my job. It kept feeding upon itself and evolving. I went from thinking of myself as a general business person to thinking of myself as a CEO or general manager running the whole show. My confidence grew with every step. My early work with running a retail business was the ticket to me understanding the bigger picture of business and what I could be and do.

Generally, people don’t dream big enough. Depending on how big you dream, you may have to refine your vision over the course of your life. There are lots of different ways to evolve or to manage evolution. One is to explore another aspect of your multifaceted loves. In industry, for example, you can write, teach, consult, sit on boards, or get into politics. In sports, you can evolve from a player in the game to a sports journalist and commentator, like Terry Bradshaw.


Why Do I Need a Vision, and What Is a Vision Anyhow?

The main reasons to have a vision are to inspire yourself and communicate with yourself about your goals. When distractions arise, your vision helps you refocus your efforts on your goals. Later on, you can use your vision to begin a story about yourself that will help you connect with others, both inside and outside of work.



The best way to make sure your vision inspires is to make it concrete. Think about a favorite fairy tale. Does it begin with abstract ideas: “Once upon a time, the physically appealing son of a man who held authority over his country for life and by hereditary right was turned into an amphibian ...?” No. It begins: “In olden times, when wishing still did some good, there lived a prince who had been turned into a hideous frog ...”5 So use specific and concrete words to communicate your vision as the end result you want to accomplish.

Inspiring statements are personal, relatable, and concrete. They paint a clear picture, and they tap emotions.6 You will know when you’ve created a great vision because it will make your goals clear and challenge and inspire you to achieve your goals. It will work to describe your career journey for you when you talk with yourself and in conversation with others.

A vision should be:

• Memorable

• Both aspirational and realistic

• Easily understandable

• Value focused and other focused

For example, Cisco’s vision is:

Change the way we work, play, live, and learn.

Chris Botti’s vision (remember the Grammy-winning trumpeter from Chapter 3?) is:

Make beautiful sounds with my instrument, and make records that appeal to people through their beauty.7

My vision for this book is:

Enable people to connect with their hidden talents, maximize their career potential, and derive joy from their work and the journey.


How to Craft a Vision Statement

To craft a vision statement that captures your goals and that you can use in many situations, follow this short list of guidelines:



• Recognize that you can’t be all things to all people, so chose your position.

• Be as clear and succinct as possible without being too narrow; leave room for growth.

• Choose words that you are passionate about.

• Write your vision so that it makes sense to you and others.

In your vision, leverage the best of who you are and what you bring to the table. Use the self-knowledge you gained in Chapters 1, 2, and 3 to build your vision so that it is in the right ball park. Are you great at communicating? Are you a creative person? Are you a problem solver? A puzzle master, an architect, a builder, a marketer? Do you love to make a small product or service work in a larger way? Sara Blakely did all of these when she invented the first Spanx product and founded a company to bring it to market at scale. There really are few limits to what you can do.

To put your vision into words, the central thing to ask yourself is, What do I want to accomplish through work?8 Ultimately, I want to bring people joy. Chris Botti wants to help people experience beauty. Cisco wants to change the way we do all sorts of things and have a positive impact on the world.

Everything else follows from what you want to do. Ask yourself: Do I see myself as a successful business person? Do I want to help people become healthier? Do I want to create products or services, perhaps ones that help people become healthier? Do I want to create a company that delivers health products or services? Think about what makes you forget time is passing or that you forgot to do your laundry the night before. Consider what kind of impact you want to have—directly on people, on the way people feel, on what they know. Do you want to have an impact on the environment? Do you want to travel and share your experiences with others? Every other question should lead you to answer this ultimate, central question: What do I want to accomplish?

There are lots of different ways to identify the core element of your vision. You can do what you love to do. You can follow your passion. You can do what you’re good at. You can do work that is aligned with your purpose. There is no one way or question that works for all people, so you can use the question that works best for you.

Another approach is to ask yourself what do I want my purpose to be? This is a question about the future. It will help you develop a vision that you plan to grow into, rather than a vision that reflects your immediate interests and abilities.

Some other questions to think about include:

• What do I want to accomplish in the future?

• Why do I want to accomplish this?

• What does success look like?

• What would my best work look like?

• On my best work day, what would I be doing? Who would I be doing it with? How will I feel?

Some additional questions include:

• What problem am I solving?

• Who am I solving this problem for?

• Why am I solving this problem?

• Why me, and not someone else?

Ask yourself questions that help you narrow down the possibilities. It can be helpful to eliminate things that you aren’t interested in.

• What do you want from life?

• How hard are you willing to work to get what you want?

• What do you want from your job?

• What problem can you solve for the world, your company, your community, or your peers?

• What markets or activities are you passionate about or do you get excited about?

• Where are your chosen markets or industries going? What is the next big wave that will generate more jobs than there are people to fill them?

• What transitions is your work positioning you for and how?

• How can you jump on the next big wave? What skills would you need?

Also consider your financial and lifestyle goals. How important is money to you? Do you want to live a grand lifestyle or do you like to keep things simple and modest? Know what kind of income you need to support yourself in the present and in your desired future. Your ambition should play a big factor not only in your choices but also in how hard you are willing to work to make it happen. You need to take into account both the personal side of work—the activities you enjoy doing and the ideas that interest you—and the business side of it—your income and expenses.

When you have a lot of information and the territory is potentially vast, concept mapping can help you organize what you know. Figure 4-1 is a concept map for developing a career or work vision in the biotech field. You put the central question and its answer or the central topic in the middle of the map. Various questions for discovering your unique answer to that question are around the perimeter. The organization is non-hierarchical, and the answers to one set of questions might lead directly to the central question or to another set of questions anywhere around the perimeter. You might want to explore different sets of questions at different times, depending on your interests.
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Figure 4-1 Concept Map for Developing a Vision for a Career in Biotech



Some people use an inspiration board—a visual of what success will look like when they get there—to articulate their vision. That level of clarity in your goal can also be a motivational tool for you.9 If you’re a word person, but analysis and synthesis regarding your work life elude you, a word cloud, like the one in Figure 4-2, might be helpful.
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Figure 4-2 Example of a Word Cloud for Careers in Biotechnology




Matching Yourself with the Opportunity

Doing a strengths-weaknesses-opportunities-threat (SWOT) analysis can help you develop effective and realistic elements for your vision. Begin by listing your strengths. Aim for work where you can see yourself being among the best in the industry and for something you can see yourself doing over the long haul. Why? Becoming good at something involves a lot of work and a lot of investment, so you need to be motivated. Choose something you love so much that it will not feel too much like work! Think back to Chris Botti’s story about falling in love with the trumpet. He describes his college days like this:



At college—Indiana—there was nothing to do except practice. There was a camaraderie amongst the Bill Adams students there that really applauded people practicing. So we were in there 8, 9, 10 hours all day long practicing the foundations, which to this day every day I wake up and just go “Thank God I met Mr. Adams and was exposed to his style of teaching.”10

If you don’t see yourself being able to put in lots of effort and practice to become the best at a type of work, then it may be a hobby rather than a career.

To carry out a SWOT analysis for your career, start by assessing yourself. What skills do you have that the world needs? If you’re having trouble putting your skills into words, use StrengthFinder or another tool to help you understand and articulate your strengths. Or use one of the tools discussed earlier—a concept map or vision board.

A SWOT analysis can help you understand how to apply what you are passionate about in the market. You can use it to evaluate a career track or even your own capabilities to get clarity on what you bring to the job or career and what your challenges will be. It helps you get real with the work ahead in either case. It can also help you get an idea of where a market is going and how you could use your skills in those changing conditions. Is the market under a lot of change and in need of a change agent? Do market disruptions and changes create a need for new skills that the current workforce is not addressing? What is your addressable market given the larger market context and where you live, want to live, or would be willing to live? That is, where are your opportunities? Figure 4-3 shows my SWOT analysis for a legal career when I was in my 20s.
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Figure 4-3 Jeanne’s SWOT Analysis for a Legal Career



As you think about working for a company or for yourself, make sure you choose based upon how you identify with that company or with a vision of your own company. Don’t create a company or small business that you will not be emotionally committed to and can’t personally identify with. For example, if you couldn’t care less about cleaning, or if you actively hate it, don’t start a house cleaning and janitorial service, no matter how many opportunities there are where you live.

Likewise, when you choose a company to work for, look for characteristics or traits that you can identify with and that are synergistic with your view of the world and the way you want to operate. Ask yourself: How do I relate to the personal side of the company that I want to work with?

Your vision statement should express the why that lies behind what you do. It should focus on what you believe and feel about what you do and what you want to do. It should focus on what gets you excited about work.


What If I Don’t Know What I Want to Do?

If you’ve worked through Chapters 1, 2, and 3 and you still don’t know what you want to do; you can use an agile process to discover what you want to do. Test work out in pieces. Design your work through trial and error. The best test for me—the test that provides the greatest clarity when making job and career choices—has been trying things on for size. Throughout my career—and even now—my litmus test to see if I can get motivated to do something is to try it. Spend a couple of days doing something. Try it out. See how it works. Make modifications. Use trial and error to hone your skills and see how things work in a job you think you might want to attain or grow into.



This trial-and-error process helps you develop proof of concept, similar to the way innovative companies build a model, then bring it up to manufacturing standard, and then scale it. Make a hypothesis or educated guess about what you want to do. Then, test your hypothesis on either a skill development area or a product or service you want to work with as part of your job or create as part of your business. Like a proof-of-concept process, you’ll develop a model, test it, and validate it. You’ll use your own feedback to modify or make necessary changes, depending on what you learn about your likes and dislikes. Try out a job or field by taking a class, doing the work for a couple of days, volunteering, doing an internship, or actually taking a job. After a few weeks, ask yourself: Do I like doing this? Do I want to continue doing this? Do I like this, but want to tweak it a bit? Agile techniques enable you to try things out along the way so you know that where you are heading is the right direction for you.11

Sometimes a type of work doesn’t work for you because you’re not good enough at it the first time. You need to ask yourself whether it is an execution issue or just something that is not going to work.

This advice to use an agile process to discover your career path is not some wild idea. From 14 through 20, I looked at my life circumstances as a thing that happened that I had to get out of. I saw myself as totally responsible for getting myself into a better position. I could rely on no one else; my father was dead, and my mother was working as hard as she could just to provide the basics. These were trying years, and these experiences proved to be major growth years in building my skills and my confidence. I felt myself conquering new things all the time and working through my biggest fears by facing them and moving through them. I had moments of sadness, joy, frustration, and fear; there were moments when I blamed other people and was judgmental. But I felt myself growing in the moment. That gave me the confidence to keep moving forward, and as time went on the fear began to fall away.

Even if you are afraid, don’t have the basics—shelter, food, clothing, and safety—and don’t have a clear direction, you can experience happy moments. We—human beings, culture, society, and science—may not understand the nature of happiness or the nature of joy. Most people learn with time that joy comes from within. It comes from personal growth and getting inspired. It comes from achievement, from connecting to things bigger than yourself, and from contributing to others. Most important, we know that happiness and joy can coexist with challenges.

As you find yourself in places that are not what you want, you can find joy through making your way past them. Even though you may be one of the many people (60 to 70 percent) who are not as engaged in their work as they should be, there is always the moment of inspiration or the whiff of a great idea that you can connect with and feed to give you some direction and a way to plan for a better day.

Regardless of circumstances, change comes upon us. So if you don’t like where you are, don’t worry. It will change. However, it is up to you to set the direction of that change! Always welcome hope. It is the lever that can help you capitalize on change. Your vision will carry that hope for you and make it visible to you. Here are some general tips as well to allow you to choose your next steps wisely and get in front of the next career move:

• Never be at the back end of an evolution or transition.

• Go into something that has some future momentum to it.

• Go in the direction of the flow of an industry, and don’t fight change.

• Be willing to challenge things with a new idea that maps to longer term trends.

• Look at industries that are about to be disrupted by change and build a career with a disruptor.

The next step is to bridge the gap between hope and reality. This involves figuring out how to bring your vision to life. The answer is strategy.


Strategy

Strategy consists of the key actions required to accomplish your vision. It is a concise statement of how you plan to make progress toward bringing your vision to reality, the actions you plan to take to make progress toward realizing your vision.



Your strategy can also express your key differentiator, or why you are the best person to realize your vision. Knowing how to articulate your strengths and making sure you have defined yourself crisply really helps you to set goals and targets for your career. Your vision expresses what you believe about the world and what drives your actions. It is a statement of your “why.” To paraphrase Simon Sinek, people don’t hire what you do, they hire why you do it.12 Your vision expresses why you selected this particular career path and not some other path. Your strategy expresses the link between your “why” and the actions you plan to take. Your vision is your destination, and your strategy is the vehicle that gets you there.

A good career strategy covers the next 18 to 24 months. It can stretch all the way out to three years in the future. It depends on how far away from your goal you are. If you are just beginning college, getting your degree is an important part of your strategy that is going to take, on average, four years.

Your strategic actions should leverage the talents you currently have or should lead you to develop new talents. In either case, you need to know where you’re going and why you are going there. This is why vision comes before strategy. To leverage your talents, you need to be fully aware of all your current skills, from horizontal skills, like social and emotional intelligence, to vertical skills, such as technical expertise in a particular field.

When choosing new talents to develop, focus on the gap between where you are and where you want to be. In addition, make sure that new talents are aligned with your vision, with how your vision might evolve, and with how your chosen field seems to be evolving. Options for developing new talents include skill-building activities, formal education, certification, project-based activity, internships, and volunteering. But I’m getting ahead of myself—considering how to develop new talents goes beyond strategy and gets into execution.

A strategy can be expressed as a simple statement or it can be three to five high-level bullets. You communicate it as why only you can execute this vision. Your strategy expresses your sustainable differentiation, any cross-functional collaboration that is required by your vision, or your go-to market strategy.

Here are some examples of strategies for realizing the vision that lies behind why I wrote this book. Remember, my vision for the book is: Enable people to connect with their hidden talents, maximize their career potential, and derive joy from their work and the journey.

• Use personal experiences of myself and many other successful, well known personalities to showcase the empowered perspective.

• Formulate advice and examples in a way that is concrete and provides tools for others to follow.

• Create a book that both people early in career and job changers can relate to and use to find new perspective for themselves.

• Work with others in the personal leadership business and industry to draw out key insights that are useful to others in discovering their personal journey.

• In addition to experiences and examples, draw on research and facts to point out critical information that helps move people toward creating work that inspires them.

You might wonder why none of these strategy statements includes produce a video, write a blog, get interviewed by Oprah, give keynote addresses at major conferences, and so on. The reason is that producing videos, giving interviews, presenting keynote addresses, and so on are all actions that execute a strategy. They are important tactics and should be part of your worklist, but they are not strategies.

Often different strategies can bring a single vision to reality. Suppose your vision is to empower women to express themselves through fashion and style. You could realize this vision in many different ways:

• Design women’s clothing.

• Design women’s jewelry.

• Create new kinds of makeup.

• Create new kinds of skin care products.

• Provide makeup and hair styling services.

• Develop innovative nail polish products.

• Develop an innovative way of providing nail salon services.

• Work in retail selling women’s clothing and accessories.

• Focus on footwear.

• Write about women’s fashion as a journalist.

• Provide photography services to women.

• Work in print and digital publishing about women’s fashion.

• Create an innovative way to market unique women’s fashion items (think Etsy).

• Teach fashion and jewelry design.

• Establish a foundation that teaches women self-acceptance and self-empowerment through aesthetics.

This list is just a start; there are many more possibilities. In fact, many people can share the same vision but pursue different strategies in service of that vision. This is exactly the situation in successful companies. Everyone at Cisco shares Cisco’s vision. Each department and each employee has a related vision and pursues strategies aligned with that vision. When you find a company that has a vision that aligns with your personal vision, you will know that you have arrived at a company or organization that is right for you.

To come up with the strategy that suits you best—one that meshes with your interests, skills, and talents—you need to lay out the different kinds of choices you could make and evaluate the pluses and minuses of each choice. You need to come to an understanding of the resources—both inside yourself, such as knowledge, skills, and motivation, and outside yourself, such as money and contacts—that you need to accomplish your vision. A matrix is a good tool for doing this type of analysis. Some questions to consider include:

• How easy is it going to be to acquire necessary skills that I don’t currently have?

• Are formal things, such as certifications, licenses, membership in professional organizations, and so on, standing in my way?

• Are informal things standing in my way?

• Why am I the only one who can do this vision in this way?

• Who might be my target employers or customers?

• Will I work for a company?

• If I work for a company, what size do I prefer?

• What is a decision-maker’s compelling reason to hire me or buy my services?

• Do I have a great idea that enables me to start my own business?

• What is my business model? Will I build, buy, or partner?

• What is the competitive landscape? What are the qualities of my competition? How many people compete for an opening in my field? What is the average time span for a successful job search in my field?

• What kinds of people work with people in my desired field? What types of jobs do they hold?

• What position does my desired job report to? What positions are horizontal with my desired position?

• Where are jobs in my field located? Will I need to relocate? Do I want to relocate?

• What resources will I need to accomplish my vision? Do I need money? Someone to collaborate with? Do I need materials, products, training?

In the end, you will have one overall strategy. For example, my formal strategy for my current career is:

Create knowledge, tools and new platforms that fuel self-development and accelerate the matching of talent to exciting careers.

In his interview with Michael Davis of HipBone Music, Chris Botti talks about how he came up with his strategy:

In our generation, we looked to the generation before us. There was a really great template that was set up ... These incredible musicians that were artists that would also become very notable sidemen, and they were doing studio work ... I thought there would be a way for us to break into the scene. I remember the first couple of years everyone saying “Ah, no. It can’t be done; it’ll never be done.” By us being open to working with younger bands or acts that didn’t know ... about ... horn playing ... we brought accessibility, so we’d work well with the artist.13

Although he might not have articulated it this way at the time, Chris Botti’s strategy at the start of his career was: Work well with younger bands and artists, learn how great producers make records, become well-known in the studio world, and be the new trumpet guy who producers think of when top artists are looking for a trumpet player. More recently, his strategy has been: Surround myself with great musicians and go from city to city putting on shows that cause people to talk about how fantastic the experience was.

When you have your strategy statement, you divide it into different components or tactics that you execute.


Execution

According to author, filmmaker, and futurist Joel A. Barker, “Vision without action is just a dream. Action without vision just passes the time. Vision with action can change the world.”14 Execution is all about action. This section of your VSEM outlines the actions that will bring your vision to life, how you will accomplish your strategy. It specifies your tactics and a plan of action. Put more formally, the execution section states what you will be accountable for doing in measurable terms. The time frame for execution should cover the next 12 to 18 months.



To create executable actions that implement your strategy, find your answers to the following types of questions:

• What will you deliver?

• What specific steps are needed to achieve your vision?

• How can you impact someone or the industry?

• What could you do that would help the organization achieve its stated goals?

• What do your customers need from you to buy what you want to sell?

• What does the hiring manager need?

• What unique solution do you provide to address that need?

• What are some different ways that you can communicate?

• In what order do you need to achieve milestones to be successful? What are the most important priorities?

• How are you getting feedback to improve your game?

When you put together an execution plan, you organize actions around three domains: empowering knowledge, empowering action, and driving awareness or results. Empowering knowledge is what you need to know in order to accomplish your vision. It spans academic degrees, professional certifications, knowledge gained by doing, and lifelong learning. Empowering actions are about accomplishing specific tasks that make a difference and get the best results. Driving awareness involves identifying and connecting with the people who can help you implement your strategy and realize your vision, and then effectively communicating with them. You get specific about execution by asking “how” questions in each of these domains. For example:

• Empowering knowledge: How am I going to get my education and experience?

• Empowering action: How am I going to establish my knowledge and credentials?

• Driving awareness or results: How am I going to connect with the right people?

A completed VSEM would look like the following:

• Vision: Enable people to connect with their hidden talents, maximize their career potential, and derive joy from their work and the journey.

• Strategy: Create knowledge, tools, and new platforms that fuel self-development and accelerate the matching of talent to exciting careers.

• Execution:

• Empowering knowledge:

[image: Image] Develop a set of principles to communicate and scale in an empowered career.

[image: Image] Provide a grounding of concepts on self-empowerment.

[image: Image] Use my experiences and the experiences of well-known public figures to illustrate self-empowerment.

[image: Image] Create a platform for corporate enterprise to drive empowered knowledge and careers.

• Empowering action

[image: Image] Write and publish a book for early-in-career and job changers on self-empowered careers.

[image: Image] Embed platform in Fortune 1000 companies to empower careers, development, and movement.

• Driving awareness

[image: Image] Speak at STEM and HR conferences.

[image: Image] Publish, including videos and blogs, in social media and professional publications.

[image: Image] Work with industry leaders, obtain recommendations, place EdaaS platform in Fortune 1000.

Because execution is about what you will do to make your vision real, you need to make sure that you can carry out the actions in your plan. If you can’t make something resembling your plan happen, you’re not going to get very far. In other words, you need to establish metrics for each action in the plan—metrics are the M in VSEM. The best way to make sure your plan will work is to use SMART metrics. SMART stands for specific, measurable, agreed upon, realistic, and time bound. In the VSEM for this book, for example, two metrics associated with the execution are book distribution and impact, or reach. Other metrics could include reviews and evidence showing how the book helps people develop a high impact life and career that keep them evolving and developing with many new experiences and living their lives aligned with their dreams and their potential.

Execution needs to tie everything together. The action items stem from the strategy, and the metrics relate directly to the vision. The various pieces of your plan don’t have to be individual, simple, or singular actions. They could just as easily be multilayered actions, or initiatives. For example, in a VSEM about being a patient-facing medical professional, one empowering action might be to get a license to practice. But, in the VSEM for writing a book, each domain involves multilayered actions and initiatives, like getting a co-writer or developing a social media presence to support getting a book deal.

The objective of each action item or initiative needs to be realistic. It isn’t enough to state an activity or objective in concrete and specific terms. For example, suppose one of my tactics is to get an endorsement from the president of the United States. Although this objective is concrete, specific, and measurable, it isn’t realistic.

Figure 4-4 is a complete version of my VSEM with respect to writing this book. It pulls together everything we’ve been discussing.


[image: Image]

Figure 4-4 VSEM for I’m the Boss of Me



You can see that the scope of this VSEM is broader than the book itself, although it has the same title. The book is one initiative in a much broader context. Remember, I like to think big.

Figure 4-5 is a structure you can use to build your own VSEM. To make it concrete, I’ve focused it on a career in sales, but you can swap in whatever your dream career is.


[image: Image]

Figure 4-5 VSEM Template for a Standard Sales Career




Map Your Career to Make the Most of Your Desires

What led me through my career path is an understanding of myself, of my passions, and of what gets me excited every day. For me, work must be something I can connect to and something that has legs—with some work and diligence, it will carry me into the future. It must be something that enables me to develop my skills at a level that others (the market) will appreciate.



This big-picture perspective doesn’t just pop into your mind. Career is something you can observe from a vantage point. It’s the series of jobs you’ve held over time. When you’re doing a job from day-to-day, you’re not going to experience career, you’re going to experience work. In order to see and appreciate what you’ve accomplished—how far you’ve gone with your VSEM—you need to stop from time to time and look at that big picture.

Making a map of your career can give you this big-picture perspective. Take a look at my career trajectory, shown in the timeline in Figure 4-6. Before I arrived at Cisco, I held five jobs in different industries. But each job either supported me while I explored options or propelled me closer and closer to my ultimate goal. To make sure I would always have some way of supporting myself, I studied hairdressing while in high school. You might not get rich cutting hair, but you will also never go hungry—people always need haircuts. Then, I worked my way through college by managing a retail store.


[image: Image]

Figure 4-6 Jeanne’s Career Trajectory



My bachelor’s degree—a triple major in business, law, and computer science—gave me lots of options. After graduation, my first job was in sales, working for an IBM/HP partner selling in a regional territory; my experience in retail and my computer science major helped me get this job. Next, I moved to Wang Labs, where I became a product line manager; I successfully created and launched a lot of products and wrote the book on product planning and management (PP&M). While at Wang Labs, I was promoted to run the client server division, but I left during a recession and joined the leadership team of a Silicon Valley startup to run its mainstream business. After my five-year stint running this business and building its success, I joined Cisco. Although with this move I went backward in title, I knew I was investing in a long-term career.

I have held a number of different positions at Cisco. I came in to run channels in the early stage of that division. Then I started a consulting group called IBSG, which helped me connect with Cisco’s top customers and advise them on Internet strategies for their business. From there, I started Cisco’s first portfolio management team and then had the opportunity to start my own division of the company for education, which I lead today. And my role continues to evolve as I help the larger company on strategy issues across its services and enterprise business.

Look at how much you gain in focus and energy from a career picture. You can modify this technique and use it as an inspiration board to visualize where you are going.

Formulating your path to a great career takes some creativity, desire, and ambition. Sustaining a career takes a whole lot of reinvention and learning to keep you on top of your game.


How Do You Keep Momentum in a Career?

To have a career with longevity, one that evolves and grows, you have to keep a number of elements alive that can provide continuous momentum. Desire, ambition, and self-purpose are important attributes that keep you motivated to take the necessary steps in self-development, calculated risks, and trying new things, and actions that are at times best for the business even if they slow your path to reaching your goals. Having a long term view of a career instead of a short term view allows you to get to a bigger and better place that you can sustain.



Desire drives everything: It inspires you, motivates you to act, and helps you get clear on what you are passionate about. Desire helps you fuel your natural curiosity to explore and learn more about a topic or the next great thing you want to do. It also creates a path for your vision. Without desire you will be lost, so home in on what you are interested in and don’t let those interests die, no matter what. Keep feeding them with experiences, information, connections to folks who are kindred spirits, and connections to role models. When you have a great desire, you naturally reach out to find out more about the topic. You get inquisitive and you are hungry to discover more about how you can get in the game.

Desire pulls you forward, even when you have momentary anxieties and fears. Join clubs, get a mentor, study successful folks in your field, and tell yourself every day you are on a great personal journey to your ultimate goal: being the full potential of who you truly are. A career map or inspiration board will help you keep all of these feelings at the forefront.

To succeed at anything, you have to have ambition, which is similar to desire but focused on reaching a goal. Many people who have a desire for something new in their life and career are on a path and making progress or at least attempting to do so. They have some ambition, which keeps them in the game and helps them move forward. A desire without a plan of action is only a dream. Dreams are nice, but without action, they keep you where you are rather than get you to where you want to be. Ambition takes you from desire to action.

You may have met people who talk a good game about what they want to be and what they will be, but they have no plan, no timetable, no investment in learning, or no idea of what it takes to get there.

I have mentored several people who have had desire without ambition, and I eventually had to stop working with them. If a person does not take charge and does not commit to taking action and making progress with their career and journey, I cannot do it for them. Sometimes lack of ambition comes from fear, sometimes from a lack of discipline, but often it comes from not being sure enough about what you want and the trade-offs you need to make to get there.

In any case, desire without ambition leads to a goalless life and a stagnant career. In this state, you wade in the water but never catch a wave, never feel the great ride, and never experience the kind of life you want.

Someone who is ambitious and wants more for themselves, who keeps their desire active, and who applies themselves will seek information, resources, and people who can help them achieve what they want. Add in the discipline to take action and keep on track, and you will get to 90 percent of the game.

The remaining 10 percent comes from others. There is creative intelligence in the world that you can tap, so you don’t need to draw it all from yourself. To connect with and draw on that creative intelligence outside yourself you need to develop next generation skills and use your personal brand to communicate with others, to drive awareness.


Build Next-Generation Skills

Many people come into their careers with a general view of what they want to do—the attributes of the jobs or careers, but not necessarily the exact path. Because you don’t or can’t know the exact path (no one really knows what’s going to happen next), it is good to keep developing horizontally as well as vertically. Horizontal development is acquiring, practicing, and getting good at skills that cut across all industries. Vertical development is acquiring more skills and knowledge in a particular industry or field. And in every case, it is a good idea to work on next-generation skills. The skills of the past are not necessarily the skills that will be in greatest demand in the future.



Let’s say that you want to be an entrepreneur in the health care industry, which is a very fast-growing and fast-changing field. You know you need scientific or medical credentials, but you may also want to develop skills that help you stand apart from others and allow you to be a better leader or visionary. You would want to develop skills beyond technical capability in science or medicine, skills that enable you to work with people, look at the bigger picture, and focus on identifying and solving an emerging need of patients so that your company can be well positioned for success.

The same is true with product line and business line managers. Some of the fastest growing job sectors are in technology, medicine, business, and finance. In all of these sectors, product line managers or business line managers are driving the product or service lines of the company. People in these roles need vertical skills in the product lines they are creating, but most of all they need the skills to be in touch with the emerging trends that create future need for the company’s products and services. These skills enable them to forecast the right product with the right features at the right time, which means that the product line and they will hit a home run. Product line and business line jobs are entrepreneurial at heart and great training grounds for general manager positions and great preparation for CEO-type roles.

Being able to work with people, look at the bigger picture, and identify emerging trends are equally valuable in journalism. If you want to be a great journalist you not only have to write in a compelling way, be witty, or at least sound like you know your topic, but you also have to connect with your audience so they want to read and listen to your ideas. This requires a keen sense of people—an outside-in sensitivity—as well as great skills in connecting the dots and coming up with new and interesting ways to put information together on topics that people care about.

People in any industry should focus on developing these abilities: analytical or technical knowledge and external sensitivity and ability to map many things together to create value. In the past, it was enough to be logical or technical and not have people skills or the ability to connect the dots on a strategy. Today everyone is looking for these skills in future stars and leaders. Every great company has these types of skilled leaders on board making the decisions that are driving the products and services they offer.

It is not enough to be single-minded in your approach to solving problems or developing a skill. You need to tap both analytical-technical skills and creative-synthesis skills to perform at your absolute best. This style of thinking—also known as vision—begins with connecting the dots between many facts, events, and pieces of information and then drawing conclusions that reveal something new, previously hidden, or unknown. These skills evolve from a state of mind that is curious and focused on learning. People who like investigating new things and exploring the unknown are more likely to seek out experiences that help them learn these skills. These folks have developed over time a hunger for information and an ability to formulate thoughts from piecing information together. If you are interested in more on the topic of next generation skills, one of my favorite books on the subject is A Whole New Mind by Daniel Pink.15

This is the same type of thinking that is involved in planning your vision for your career and your life. The difference is that because planning for yourself is so personal, people are sometimes afraid to venture toward, dream, or even inquire about what it is that gets them excited about life and learning more.

Having analytical and technical skills and visionary or synthesis skills (some thought leaders call these trend-spotting skills or thin slicing) is a very powerful combination for all types of careers. The best minds in science, general business, finance, and politics have these blended skills. Daniel Pink’s term for this is the “new mind”—when people can quickly decipher lots of different trends, build a cohesive pattern, and predict the future from these patterns. These will continue to be the most sought-after skills over the next 50 years as we try to solve problems that have never been solved before with technology that is only now being envisioned. Combine these “new mind” skills with the ability to connect with others and communicate and you will have a killer formula for leadership positions.

One interesting point about these next-generation skills is that they help you identify trends that have an impact on how you think about your work, how you build your skills, or how you find that next opportunity. You use analysis and synthesis to put together your vision, strategy, and execution. The VSEM then helps you use your people skills to communicate with others about your goals and your path. It provides you with a foundation to create what you want within yourself and your work experiences. And it can help you identify or prove your next-generation skills. A well-done VSEM accomplishes all of this for you.16


Driving Awareness and Your Personal Brand

The next big step is learning how to articulate essential elements of your VSEM to someone else so you can get the opportunities you are looking for. You need to position your gifts or talents to someone to make sure they understand the match between what you can do and what they need. You need to drive awareness. Some people call this developing and communicating your personal brand.



It’s important to note that your personal brand is what people experience about you, so it is an external perspective. You may define personal characteristics, goals, and strategies in your VSEM and articulate them very well, but if you don’t live them—act on them and become your vision—then your personal brand will reflect where you are instead of where you want to be. The great news is that just like your VSEM, your personal brand is always under construction and in your control.

Why should you care about articulating your vision or your brand? Everyone, whether a job seeker, an employer, or an entrepreneur, has the same basic problem: how to convey what you do to another person so that they understand the value of the work you do or the service or product you provide. Everyone in these situations desires a similar outcome: providing a product or a service for an agreed upon exchange of money. To make that exchange happen you need to communicate with the other person about what you do, why you do it, and why they would value it given their needs.

But there’s a trick to this. If you want to succeed at the exchange, the focus of the communication can’t be you. It has to be about the other person and their needs. What impact does this have on bringing your career vision to reality? Generally, it means that in most conversations about work, employment, and career, you need to express your vision within the context of what the other person values. A great VSEM is broad enough to capture someone else’s attention.

Embedded in your vision is the value you bring to any work you do. You need to match that value with the opportunities that are available in your chosen industry or field and in your location or a location you want to move to. Another way to look at this is that every industry, field, company, or firm experiences some sort of problem or opportunity they would like to address. Your career vision says something about how you can solve the problem or create the opportunity. The space where your vision meets that business solution is your sweet spot, like the way two puzzle pieces fit together.

The next step, then, is driving awareness. Driving awareness means talking with others about your vision and strategy and what you have to offer. These elements, together with your strengths, make up your personal brand. And your personal brand is what helps you to effectively communicate with other people about the work you want to do and your skills. Because ultimately it rests on your vision, it is a platform that is authentic and speaks about who you are, what you deliver, and how you are a great fit for a job, company, initiative, or education program you are seeking.

In the next chapter, I look at how you manage your behavior so that you become the vision you articulated in your VSEM. In Chapter 6, I continue with the theme of becoming your vision by discussing driving awareness through your personal brand.


5. Becoming Your Vision: Aligning Your Behavior

You have to know what sparks the light in you so that you, in your own way, can illuminate the world.

Oprah Winfrey

Your VSEM is your plan of record or the architectural drawing for your career. Your vision is framed, and you can see the overall shape of what you’re building. Within your VSEM you have identified key actions that will help you get where you want to be. This is how you began to put the interior together. Now, of course, comes the difficult part, making the drawing come to life! To do that, you have to start taking the actions and behaving in the manner you intended in order to become your vision. Aligning your behaviors to your VSEM is all about accountability and taking the journey you intended so that you can reach your goals. Everyone who is successful takes time to know themselves and to determine what they want from their lives and careers, and consciously chooses their path.

I consciously chose my path to be that of an adventurer, an explorer, a learner, a leader, and a teacher. How that shows up in my career is that I am an entrepreneur who likes to start new businesses in a company or reinvent existing business to create value. I like to build and grow teams, stretch people beyond what they think they can do, and aggressively develop those who want to learn. I always find myself coming up with a new idea for a business, creating a plan, and then asking the company to fund that new idea. Thankfully I have been very successful with this, and with each new idea that I have executed, I have learned, grown, and gotten bolder. I have built confidence in my ability to venture into new territory, work through the moments of fear and failure, and come out the other side with the success I intended.

To reach your goals, you have to consciously choose your path. Define yourself, stake your ground, and then choose the project, initiative, or business you want to focus on. From there, plot the path and measure your progress against the metrics and milestones in your VSEM. When you created your VSEM, you wrote a blueprint that you can use to remind yourself of what you said you wanted to do and how you plan to get there. But no plan is written in stone, so expect to try, learn, modify, and repeat. In this journey, you will learn new things that change your path, so stay open and refine and redirect your energies to what works while learning from what does not work.

Making progress on the journey to your goals takes focus, discipline, and, of course, the right actions. Tracking your progress keeps you on track and can be a great motivator, and I encourage everyone to come up with a system to monitor and manage yourself. Sometimes a good system is a weekly check-in. Sometimes it is scheduling your actions on a calendar so you make the time you need to accomplish the tasks. And sometimes you need an external motivator—a mentor or informal coach who will check in with you and ask you what you have done recently to keep things moving in the right direction. You cannot control other people or the general environment, but you can control what you do and how you behave, so find ways to monitor and track your progress.

Even if you have a great plan and wonderful aspirations, bumps will happen. How will you handle it when you take what you think are the right actions, but you don’t get the outcomes you were looking for? How will you handle difficult coworkers, colleagues, and bosses? How will you handle outright failure? Your answers to these questions—what you actually do—defines how well you are aligning your behavior with your plan and goals. Alignment matters as much as your plan.

When you take actions on your plan, it is important to tackle them in the proper context or environment. For example, if you are asking your boss or a colleague for help on an opportunity, choose a moment when they are likely to be eager to help—when they’re in a good mood or not in crisis mode. Choosing a good moment does not mean waiting four months to find the magic time, but instead picking a time when the environment fits your situation. It’s also very important to take action in the right way, by having the right mindset and attitude and by staying positive and constructive rather than complaining and making it a bad situation. For you to attain your goals, you need a high level of cooperation with people, so know how to behave in a way that makes it easy to help you. This is true of getting a loan, a new job, or an opportunity on a new initiative: make it easy for someone to say yes. This is what I mean when I say align your behaviors to your vision.

Even with a VSEM to guide you, it not just about taking action but understanding how you take that action. This is what can slow you down considerably in reaching your goals, so here I will spend some time on the idea of understanding how outside and inside influences change the way you need to approach your work and actions.

Even with effort and considerable insight, you can expect that there will be gaps during the journey between who you want to be and how you are currently showing up. Working to keep that gap small is the key.

To align your behavior to your view of success, you need to talk with other people who are doing similar work, related work, and pursuing goals that are similar to yours. To listen well, you need to have an open mind. Your frame of reference, or your mindset, is key to developing and maintaining an open mind. Your mindset is critical because it can drive a wedge between what you plan to be doing—your VSEM—and how you show up—what you actually do. Whether you choose love or fear as your operating system and whether you use emotional intelligence in your day-to-day work and relationships can open that gap wider or help close it.


Use Contrast to Drive Learning

As I described earlier, I have defined myself as many things, but most importantly as a forward-looking, active learner. My most ambitious goal is to always dedicate time to learn. If you can teach yourself to be open and learn from all experiences—both good and bad—you will always stay relevant and find meaning in your work, relationships, and community.



By now, you know that contrast can propel you towards a fulfilling and successful life. To use contrast, you need to recognize it and be open to learning from it. It is easy to recognize contrast when it appears as a big, life-changing event—like the death of a parent, spouse, or other loved one, the loss of a job, or the failure of a business or marriage. Contrast can be more difficult to spot when it is smaller scale, like losing a game, failing a test, or hearing criticism, constructive or otherwise.

I had the opportunity to meet Shaquille O’Neal and hear him talk about his philosophy and current thinking about life. His response to criticism from the sports media resonated with me: “I’m 42 years old. They say that I’m washed up. They say that I’m a has-been. But I say, baby, I’m just getting warm.”1 These are the words of someone who is learning from contrast and managing well through his life transitions. Today, as a retired sports hero turned entrepreneur, brand mogul, and investor, he makes more money than he did when he was playing basketball.

Shaq built his personal operating model from some key principles: team, discipline, respect for others, and being a continuous learner. He talked about the fact that many sports stars don’t know how to invest or manage their money and end up broke before they hit retirement. He has made very intelligent choices in his investments to drive his personal brand and actively capitalizes on it.

From the beginning, Shaq used contrast to drive his ambition and make himself better. He tells the story of being harshly criticized by his high school basketball coach and how he turned that criticism into motivation. He is an active learner because he listens and learns from how others managed their brand, used their money, built their careers, and secured their family’s future. He serves as a towering example of building a personal architecture from contrast. He used his early contrast to provide himself with the burning platform of motivation he needed to get focused on his vision and his plan. He then executed with absolute discipline to improve his skills over and over again. Wash, rinse, repeat!

Shaq has been a keen observer of others’ successes and failures. As a young professional basketball player, he wanted to learn from more experienced pros and make a better life for himself. To learn, you either have to try yourself and live the outcome, or you watch someone else try and observe their outcome. Either way, you can accelerate your learning through contrast—yours or others’—and make it work for you.

How do you use contrast to motivate yourself? How do you transform it into something that propels you to greatness, using Shaq’s words, rather than allowing it to be something that crushes you? People who use contrast to propel themselves toward their goals mine information from that contrast to guide themselves on what to do next. They embrace curiosity and use it to support a learner’s mindset.


The Learner’s Mindset

Contrast is like a compass that guides you when you are off-course. You feel good when you are on-track and getting positive results. Results that are not so positive or are disappointing are also feedback that you need to listen to and learn from. Negative feedback or achieving less than the desired result means that you need to refine your approach. Contrast, if used correctly, can motivate you to do something different than what you are doing now in order to get a better result. If you fail at an attempt to get a job interview, sell your product, or present your services, you need to ask yourself questions like the following:



• Did you pick the right target for your offer or your idea?

• Did you approach the target in the right way with your message or your pitch based on their needs?

• Did you execute well, or do you need more practice?

• Do you need to spend more time watching others who are successful and learn from them by studying their techniques and habits?

These are all questions that people with a learner’s mindset ask themselves after a setback.

We all recognize negative outcomes or feelings that occur in the middle of contrast moments. Your unconscious gives you warning signals that something is going on that is knocking you off-center. If you’re mindful, these warnings won’t be unconscious—you’ll notice them in the moment. These signals may show up as a level of discomfort, unease, sadness, stress, anxiety, or fear when you experience something you don’t like. (See Figure 5-1.)
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Figure 5-1 Contrast Provides Feedback that Helps You Change Course



Successful people maximize their learning during moments of contrast. They learn how to read the uncomfortable signals, how to address the contrast, and how to respond productively to the discomfort without being paralyzed by it—or not for long. To get the most out of your experiences, you need to be inquisitive enough about what you’re doing and how successful you’re being with it—how well you’re really doing—to make adjustments or corrections. You need to cultivate a learner’s mindset. The learner’s mindset helps you adjust to the changing conditions of your immediate situation and the world around you.

People with a learner’s mindset are inquisitive and like to be challenged. They do not mind failure and use it to learn, to stretch themselves to try new things, and to explore life and what it has to offer. Those with a learner’s mindset do not let criticism or a setback curb their ability to perform. Instead, they use it as fuel to motivate themselves to learn how to improve. In addition, they do not identify their whole self by what they do today; they are more focused on their potential, their passion, and who they can become. For people with the learner’s mindset, life is about becoming and about the journey, not about their current state. The current state is just a starting place. When I think about people with a learner’s mindset, Bill Clinton, Oprah Winfrey, Michael Jordan, Sheryl Sandberg, Serena Williams, and Yo Yo Ma come to mind.

Yo Yo Ma is a classically trained musician, the world’s foremost cellist. Generally, classically trained musicians have a process based on playing written music and have a hard time improvising. Yo Yo Ma set out to change that in himself and collaborated with other musicians in genres that span jazz, American bluegrass, Brazilian, Argentinian tango, and Asian music. He has adapted himself to engage in an innovative and beautiful mix of music that is recognized as cutting-edge genius around the world—well outside his classical roots. Ma set out to master many musical genres rather than to specialize in classical music. He continues to explore the fusion of classical music with other genres to create new music for people to enjoy.

As I explained in the first few chapters, to succeed, you need to build a grounding, some sense of yourself, and develop an internal compass. Becoming grounded happens as you engage in self-discovery. Often, you don’t know what you’re made of until you see how you respond to challenges. Part of how you develop grounding and an internal compass involves leveraging the feedback and information you get from others as you build your skills. Other people become your teachers and mentors.

Why are a grounded sense of self and an internal compass important? When you’re centered and balanced, you can be open to feedback and constructive thinking, and you’re in a frame of mind that leads you to focus on improving and doing things better than you did the last time.

The most helpful information comes from talking with experts, mingling with those who do work similar to yours and do it really well, and absorbing from them. Getting a real sense of how you’re doing along the way is a critical part of how you develop your own expertise. To accomplish these things, you need to be willing to face not being perfect and look at that lack of perfection as a great learning opportunity rather than as a failure. You also need to let go of the fear of failure and just keep trying to tune your skills so that you can be successful. Success takes practice and, by definition, always starts with multiple failures or mediocre results. Your job is to keep at the task until you improve and become great at it. When you embrace this attitude you are embracing the learner’s mindset.

Having a learner’s mindset enables you to define yourself in terms of the possibilities of what you are willing to learn and do, rather than solely in terms of what you did yesterday or what you can do today. When you cultivate a learner’s mindset, your goals are to keep doing better, keep working harder to develop your skills, and acquire new skills. The learner’s mindset is about lifelong learning not only to acquire knowledge but also to improve how you do what you do.

Your mindset—your attitude and general beliefs about yourself—can be your greatest friend or your greatest obstacle.


Learner’s Mindset and Growth Mindset

Carol Dweck, professor of psychology at Stanford University, has done extensive research about growth mindsets, what I call the learner’s mindset. Professor Dweck’s research shows that the most successful people in the world have a growth mindset. Wanting to learn and focusing on improving your skills drive people toward accomplishment and success. Every person at every age can pick up new skills and grow their capacity to learn. Your mind is like any muscle, and with enough passion, focus, discipline, and hard work, you can train it to do anything you set out to do.2



In her book, Dweck describes high-achieving people who focus on growth and learning, like Tiger Woods and Pete Sampras. Tom Brady is another well-known learner who overcame a disappointing beginning to his career through taking a growth approach to challenges. Brady was the 199th player picked in the 2000 NFL draft. He sat stoically through six rounds and two days of the event, watching his peers be chosen. Now a four-time Super Bowl champion quarterback, he almost did not make the NFL. He saw that position as the 199th pick as a message to learn by practicing and studying more than anyone to prepare himself for the opportunity to excel when he was called upon to perform. Being drafted is no guarantee that a rookie player will actually play during his first season on a team, and that was the case for Brady. But, Brady set his own bar of what was the best he could be. In 2001, he stepped in as the Patriots’ starting quarterback and went on to lead the Patriots to a Super Bowl win. He is known as the quarterback who studies every play and every player so he knows how to outthink and outplay them. He set his own standard, leading the Patriots to four Super Bowl championships and becoming one of the all-time best quarterbacks from a beginning at the bottom. Speaking in 2006, Patriots head coach Bill Belichick summed up Brady’s approach, “I think that Tom has been a great leader for this football team this year and every year ... he brings so much to our football team and all of the things that he does, his preparation, his work ethic, his toughness, his ability to lead this team and lead the offense.”3

Bubba Watson is an example of someone who did not have the money to get formal training, but instead practiced hitting golf balls morning until night, hitting every shot he could hit and creating challenging shots for himself so that he could learn to get out of danger and onto the green. He would hit every challenging tree shot or bunker and then find a way to get to the green at or under par. He prepared endlessly on every kind of difficult golf shot so that when the time came to use it, he was prepared. His self-teaching method is hit the ball using a specific technique, observe the result, adjust the shot, and try again (wash, rinse, repeat). He used this technique to learn all he knows about golf.

Going into the 2016 season, Serena Williams had more than 20 Grand Slam women’s singles titles and ranked first among women tennis players, a rank she has held since 2013. But it hasn’t always been that way. After suffering injuries and the death of her half-sister, Williams’s ranking dropped to 139 in 2006. In 2009, she was fined close to $100,000 by the U.S. Tennis Association for an outburst at a game official following a U.S. Open loss. Williams is another great example of someone who put in maximum effort to learn her craft, develop self-discipline, and grow throughout her career. Reflecting that growth, Williams talked with Sports Illustrated writer S. L. Price about being penalized by an umpire at the 2015 Australian Open: “A few years ago I wouldn’t have been able to laugh. I haven’t lost that part of me; I’m very passionate on the court, but I’ve learned to be fierce more on the inside. It was a Grand Slam final. I said, ‘Serena, just laugh. You’ve been here before.’ I learned from that experience.”4 Elsewhere, Williams has been quoted as saying, “Luck, has nothing to do with it, because I have spent many, many hours, countless hours, on the court working for my one moment in time, not knowing when it would come.”5 Not wanting to rely on luck when she finally retires from tennis, Williams has a line of clothing, has acted, and has been guest-editor of Wired magazine.

Because Brady, Watson, and Williams are sports figures, you might think that competition drives their efforts and is the key to success. But they look at it differently. They set a bar that is for them alone and compete against that bar or against themselves. They hold themselves to this standard, and they measure their progress against it. In doing so, they play their own game. They learn all they can from others, then they choose their own path, their own goals, and their own view of success.

In a working environment, many people focus far too much on envying others and their success, rather than learning from others and making their own decisions. Having ambition is great, and it is necessary to propel you to achieve great things. But focusing purely on competing with others is a zero-sum game. Allowing other people’s success to inspire you to be greater is a much more productive way of moving your own agenda forward. I have learned so much from watching other people’s success as well as their failures, which has helped me have a sustainable longer term view of my career.

In high tech, many people come in blazing with big plans and big promises, but sometimes they have only short-term success (two to three years) because of the way they operate. Their workstyle or competitiveness with others gets in the way. Like everything else, how you want to work and how long you want the opportunity you have to grow and last is your choice. At the end, it is your strategy, actions, and choice of operating model along with your discipline that keep you on track.


Be a Learner to Stay Engaged in Your Work

When you go after success directly and the goal is very clear to you, you can achieve it. But there are times when that outcome or goal eludes you, or when your idea of that goal changes. It is quite common for ambitious goal seekers to begin pursuing bigger goals even before they reach their original one.



The experience can end up being oddly unsatisfying because there is always one more project to work on, one more milestone to achieve. If you focus on improving your knowledge and skills and on enjoying the journey to these goals, you will always find value and meaning every day, regardless of the outcome.

As humans, we have the capacity to adapt to change and can grow continuously if we allow it. Learning specific new skills can happen at any age, which gives us unlimited opportunity to reinvent ourselves. As a learner, the world provides you continuous feedback from your or others’ actions and outcomes. Learning how to pay attention to these cues when the feedback comes—being curious, rather than afraid—is key to adapting and learning throughout your life. When you get feedback along the way, you can view it as information that helps you express and develop your unique version of awesome. I love to try new things and try several approaches to solving the same problem because that is how I learn and improve. I make sure that I am measured and disciplined and that I hold myself accountable for my actions while having fun and not taking myself too seriously.

Humor and the ability to accept and laugh at your mistakes or the mistakes of your team are essential if you want to enjoy the ride. This whole process of work and developing your career should be fun. It should feel rewarding and provide you with continuing inspiration.

Becoming adept at anything is not a linear process. There will be moments when you feel you are not doing well and moments of breakthroughs. Just know that if you dedicate yourself to improving your skills you will become great. When you try to do something many times and modify your approach or even invent a new approach based on the results you get, you build serious muscle as a disciplined learner. This capability for learning and growing will be a lifesaver for you many times in your career and your personal life so build it and apply it everywhere.

Some people put the highest value on enjoying work versus just wanting to reach a goal. Having a learner’s mindset leads people to engage with work in a way that makes enjoyment possible. Even if you are not yet in your dream job, the learner’s mindset helps you find ways to like and have fun with what you are doing now while you are consciously on your way somewhere else. The result is that you enjoy the journey and stay motivated to reach your goals. Your goals motivate you to measure your results and improve, but the journey is the life you lead from moment to moment. You have to be present in and enjoy most of those everyday moments to make achieving your goals feel worthwhile.


Many Ways to Learn and Work

Michael Jordan is the ultimate learner because he changed himself throughout his career. He has been a basketball player, a baseball player, an Olympic athlete, an entrepreneur, and an actor. Even with his star power, throughout his career he has demonstrated an approach that is not about himself, but about the work. Although he definitely attracted a lot of individual attention during his years playing basketball, he also knew that winning championships was about the team. He balanced his personal drive and achievements with understanding that he needed his teammates around him to support his efforts. People with a learner’s mindset, like Michael Jordan, realize that excelling at something is not a simple matter of talent. It requires hard work and often teamwork to be as good as and as successful as you want to be.



Other people share Michael Jordan’s vision of being really good at many things. Sometimes, as with sports, the effects of aging limit the time you can spend in a career, and you must move on to something else. Given we are all living longer, you can expect to have many careers in your life, so allow yourself to explore and plan ahead. Dr. Story Musgrave is, perhaps, the ultimate example of this type of vision. His career, which spans close to 70 years, has included more than twenty-five different occupations. He began his work journey as a teenaged owner/operator of Berkshire Maple Syrup. After attending medical school, he worked as a trauma surgeon and emergency room physician, and rounded out his accomplishments as an astronaut. At 81, he is currently doing work as a performing artist and speaker, educator, mentor, and landscape architect. This multitalented man really loves to work, be productive, and pursue varied interests!

Other people craft their vision by staying in one place—one company or one type of work—for their entire career and exploring all the dimensions of that one field or industry. There are many dimensions to even the most focused disciplines and how you can engage with them. I have a friend, Diana, who is a veterinarian, which requires a four-year undergraduate degree and four years of professional training at a school of veterinary medicine. To be a very good veterinarian takes a proactive approach, continuing education, and self-study to stay up-to-date with practices and treatments. It is a career that can be both rewarding and demanding. People love their pets, and they can become very emotional when their pets get seriously sick. After more than 20 years of being in the profession, Diana decided she wanted to remove herself from the everyday stress of dealing with sick patients but still wanted to help people and stay active in her profession. She found the perfect solution: She started consulting to veterinarians themselves, which provided her with mental stimulation, continuous learning, and stretched her knowledge while keeping stress at arm’s length.

Every type of work that you can do has thousands of dimensions and many angles to play from. Changing things up is how people continue to stay engaged with their work and keep themselves fresh and loving what they do. Here are a few more ideas of how to build learning, growing, and excitement into your work:

• Broaden your skills by working in different functional areas.

• Explore deeper dimensions of one functional area (move from doing to teaching or research and consulting).

• Switch industries and apply your skills in a new arena.

• Take a project approach or special assignment.

• Move from the for-profit sector to the non-profit sector.

With a learner’s mindset, if a successful person is not enjoying their work, they try to find a way to reengage with it. In fact, enjoyment of work and engagement is all about mindset. Whether you enjoy the hard work involved in developing skills and expertise depends on how you think about it. The commonly-held belief, popularized by Malcolm Gladwell in the book Outliers, is that it takes about 10,000 hours of directed practice to gain mastery of a skill.6 Think about doing a task over and over again for 10,000 hours—that’s about 8 hours of practice a day for about 1,250 days, or a little over 3 years, if you practice every day. Think about practicing the same golf shot 8 hours a day, every day for close to 3.5 years. Now, I enjoy playing golf, but I would find practicing the same shot for hours boring. I learn more by just playing the game constantly, allowing good shots and bad shots to happen naturally, and let the art of surprise keep me engaged.

When you hit a place where you feel you are not making progress, coaching becomes important. Coaches can help an athlete (or you) think through a way of dealing with the situation differently. A coach will switch up the practice for you, give you a few different ways to look at your work, a task, or your game, and help make it fresh again. If you’re constantly working on a new scenario or rotating through multiple scenarios, practice doesn’t become boring. With a learner’s mindset, you can coach yourself in the same way.

A coach also gives you feedback so that you can direct your practice. It isn’t just any 10,000 hours of practice that builds skills and makes for expert performance. It is 10,000 hours of deliberate practice. In deliberate practice, a coach or teacher, according to K. Anders Ericsson, Ralf Krampe, and Clemons Tesch-Römer, researchers in cognitive science, human development, and education, provides a person with “activities designed ... for the sole purpose of effectively improving specific aspects of an individual’s performance.”7 Like a coach, a good manager, more experienced colleague, or mentor can give you the kind of advice and feedback that helps you achieve your goals; I talk more about this in the next chapter. You don’t need to wait for your manager or a mentor to approach you. You can be proactive and seek out feedback from others.


How You Hold Yourself Back

Many people hold themselves back with their beliefs. They believe that who they are is what they know and can do today, and that is all they can ever achieve. Remember the myth that the way I am now is the way I will always be from Chapter 2? In her book Mindset, Carol Dweck calls this a fixed mindset.8 In the world of work, people with a fixed mindset settle into a specific craft, skill, or profession and get as far as they think they can go by doing the same things over and over again. Their sense of self can be wrapped up in the idea that what they do and how they do it is who they are. Dweck talks about many people who got to a certain level of success, then failed because they could not adapt, learn, or change their viewpoints. Everyone can learn. It is our unwillingness to learn that stands in our way. Without a willingness to learn, you can’t evolve your skills and adapt to change.



A salesperson with a fixed mindset who is facing a changing industry might think something like this:

I’ve always been a good salesperson. I’ve made a good living, and I don’t know how to do anything else. I’ve been at this a long time, and I do things my way. But lately my way of doing things is not working very well. The world has changed. Businesses don’t want what I offer anymore. With the world so different these days, I think I’m doomed to fail if I keep doing things my old way. But I don’t think I know how to do things differently, and why do I need to change? Can’t I just keep seeking other jobs that let me keep doing it my way? I could try to change, but taking classes, studying, or mimicking others is not my style. I don’t think I can evolve and make my skills relevant in today’s world. Doing sales the way I do it is what I know. I guess I’ve peaked at my craft, and now I have to accept being left behind. I wish I could find a simpler job, one that I can be good at. Why can’t things stay the same?

Contrast this fixed mindset with a growth-oriented approach. A salesperson with a learner’s mindset faced with the same changing industry might think something like this:

I’ve been the top salesperson for a while. I love watching how others sell so I can improve. You can’t imagine what kind of great stuff you can pick up just by watching others and how they are successful. I have been at this for a while, yet I never stop learning new ways to do this job. I love it! Every new product I need to learn is a great challenge—it keeps me on my toes and feeling young. When I listen, my customers help me define the value of what I sell every day. They are great to learn from, and I always watch for trends. I know there is always something that I need to know how to do better, and I seek that out and work at it. I find failure to be my greatest teacher. If I don’t fail some of the time, then I know I am not pushing myself hard enough. It probably means I am getting a little too comfortable. I do enjoy being at the top of the sales game, but I’m always curious about how I can evolve. I like to try new things—outside of work too. Taking on new challenges appeals to me. There is so much out there. Even though I’m mid-career, I feel like I am just getting started!

A fixed mindset can hamper your career progress by creating blind spots. When you have a blind spot, you lack critical information about your performance. You don’t know enough about what you’re doing and how well you are doing it. Many things can lead to this lack of information. For example, if you feel a need for immediate approval, you will avoid feedback that will help you learn and improve your skills. Anais Nin observed the ultimate blind spot: “We don’t see things as they are; we see them as we are.”9

Blind spots have different sources, so they show up in different ways. At the extremes, you can be over confident and under sighted or under confident and over sighted. The best place to be is confident in your vision, but mindful of what is happening around you and use that information to adjust and succeed.


Blind Spots: Overconfident and Under Sighted

Overconfident and under sighted people make two mistakes. First, they think that they can progress in their work and career faster than they actually can. As a consequence, they set extreme targets that make it challenging for them to actually achieve, and that sets them and others up for either failure or a very frustrating ride. They also frequently don’t think through the planning of how to get to the vision, so they underestimate the level of work or effort it will take, which again leads them and those around them down a path of disappointment. Second, they tend to lack enough information about what is going on around them—what is and is not working in their career—to know how to assess their performance properly. To top it off, because they are overconfident they don’t ask for help and can tend to block out negative feedback to protect their current view of the world. The whole package—setting extreme targets, lacking information, and not asking for help—makes them appear arrogant or not connected to reality, as if they were saying, “I know where I’m going, so don’t get in my way.”



The good news with these types of people is that they are usually big dreamers who, if surrounded with the right people who can influence them and if they are willing to do the work, can produce some magnificent things. For example, consider Steve Jobs’s progression through his career. He started off overconfident and a bit arrogant. But with time, he changed. He became collaborative with his teams, and went on to build great Apple products and a great partnership with Disney to get Pixar off the ground. He began to build trust with people around him to help him see his blind spots, and he became extremely successful. Many would now argue that in Steve’s later life he learned collaborative skills that helped him build some of the best products the world has ever seen. You could also argue that Steve’s best skill overall was his capacity to take things in and learn and use that information to create a great company. Steve began to change his operating model to love and started to think of win-wins, rather than seeing a winner and a loser in every situation.

To be successful, dreamers and highly confident people have to watch their blind spots and make sure they take in enough information along the journey. They need to learn to be agile in how they create and achieve their success.


Blind Spots: Under Confident and Over Sighted

The other extreme are the under confident and over sighted people who have little or no confidence. They listen to the advice of so many people—that’s the over sighted part—that they become confused and don’t know how to move forward. Their lack of confidence arises from not having a grounded sense of who they are. They think that they cannot do anything well, and they have no idea who they should listen to and what they should believe. Under confident and over sighted people care too much about what other people think and are defeated easily. They work to please others rather than please themselves or feed their own passions. They can find themselves challenged with the notion that they are actually self-empowered and have the foundation within them to get to where they want to go. They may actually have good ideas, but are too risk averse or afraid to fail to even try. Every person who tells them their idea won’t work (even if 10 others tell them it will) becomes a show stopper. Because of this they have difficulty gaining any real success and live far under their true potential.




Blind Spots: Ego Nurturer

A third type of person is the “ego nurturer.” They are not really confident, but on the outside it seems as if they are. The appearance of confidence arises because they need to protect themselves and their ego. This makes them unwilling to take in new information, and they often appear to others as arrogant. Their mode of operation is that there’s only one way to do something, and that’s their way. Anyone who threatens this person’s self-view, either by telling them their performance is not perfect—for example, you’re doing well, but you could improve—or by telling them they need to work harder on certain things can throw this person completely off balance. This person isn’t working with a true sense of balance.




Learning as a Core Skill

The cure for blind spots is information and feedback, and learning how to use this input productively. In addition, blind spots will fall away as you learn how to feel good about your evolution as a human being and become centered in your own strength. We all need to constantly evolve and grow to stay happy, productive, and relevant to our families, coworkers, and communities. You need to be inquisitive enough about how well you’re really doing your work. You can observe and evaluate the results of what you do, and you can ask others—peers, colleagues, managers—for feedback. If you can shift your mindset from fixed to learner, you can engage your curiosity and begin to seek out the information that will help you succeed.



Although I’ve been talking as if people fit into neat categories, an either-or view of mindsets isn’t a good description of how people function. Rather, mindset is a continuum and is flexible. You might have different mindsets for different aspects of life, or your mindset might change over time or circumstances. For example, during the beginning stages of developing a new skill, you might engage in the learner’s mindset. But as you gain expertise, you might develop a fixed mindset and become defensive when someone with more experience or a different approach tries to coach you. To keep yourself in the learner’s mindset, you can view feedback as a gift that you can evaluate and decide how to use.

Being open and curious no matter how long you have been doing something can keep your game at the highest level. The best CEOs and entrepreneurs are all learners. People at the highest level of their career all express this openness and curiosity. It is typical and mandatory in sports, music and other arts, as well as in leadership, to be skilled at learning new techniques and continuing to develop your skills. Continual development and having multiple approaches up your sleeve remind me of what the best tennis players and golfers do to stay among the top players in the world. They learn and constantly practice and perfect several strategies they like to use. At some point, a strategy—how you grip the racket or a particular swing of the club—becomes outmoded. Some new player or some new equipment arrives on the scene to make you change your game in order to compete. And the process starts all over again.

A shift in mindset to learning can come from the opposite direction as well. Consider teenagers who are just beginning to understand how to do geometry proofs. With a fixed mindset they might say to themselves, I don’t understand how to do these proofs, I’m not good at this, and I can’t do it. I’m just no good at math. I don’t even like math. But as they work through several exercises, review them during class, and get coaching from a teacher or a peer, they begin to learn. As they learn and gain confidence in their ability to solve geometry proofs, their perspective will begin to change. With enough of these experiences, people can build a learning muscle that will set them up for a lifetime of learning and give themselves the ability to reinvent themselves many times over or continue to perfect their craft.

The fixed mindset is at one end of a continuum, and the learner’s mindset is at the other. At the extreme fixed end of the continuum would be someone who is petrified of failure no matter how good they are at whatever they do; they may not even try new things because they are afraid of failing. The general pattern of thought in this situation is:

When I was young, I tried to learn dance, and kids made fun of me when I tried to do a leap. That experience left me with a bad taste for dance so I stopped trying and dropped out of class. Now I only do things that I can be good at immediately because I don’t want to fail or embarrass myself. Learning new things has always been difficult for me so why bother trying?

These thoughts are severely limiting and are what stand in the way of most people being able to grow, adapt, and become successful at whatever they want to do. Limiting your view of yourself to what you can do now versus what you want to do and are willing to work hard for is the biggest stumbling block of any person’s career. These beliefs can start young if you are not careful, and they can cripple your ability to adapt to life and take advantage of what the world has to offer.

Early in my career, I found out that I could do almost anything I set my mind to as long as I worked hard at it and did my homework. Studying how the pros approached the same skill or task always inspired me. I could sum up my career success to the fact that early on I decided to be a learner. It is important to understand that the learner’s mindset is a personal decision and not a trait you are born with. Making the decision to be a learner was the best decision of my life.

The fixed mindset also comes into action in people who have easily-bruised egos and like to blame their faults and failures on somebody else. This type of person might have a great talent and be successful for a brief time—Carol Dweck uses the example of John McEnroe—but has allowed himself or herself to develop a fixed mindset. As a consequence of the fixed mindset, they do not take responsibility or ownership for what they do, do not hold themselves accountable, and do not work to grow their talent.10

Someone who recognizes that they have talent, but believes it is more important to protect their ego than it is to think of continuous improvement might be a little closer to the middle of the continuum. It wouldn’t take too much effort for them to discover the benefits of learning and shift away from avoiding feedback and failure.

Let’s face it—it is not easy to receive criticism, even well intended criticism. But successful people pick themselves up and use the experience to prove to themselves that they can do it. At the end of the day their inner strength and belief comes through for them, and they move on from the pain of criticism to be inspired to try again. You also have inner strength that you can tap; it is a part of being human.

Some of the all-time greatest sports stars, like Shaquille O’Neal, have resilience and a drive to learn in the face of criticism or failure. Shaq tells how he actually propelled himself forward after his high school basketball coach told him he would be a nobody.11 The negative criticism got under Shaq’s skin, and he decided to prove his coach wrong. People like Shaq are living in the learner’s mindset and turn harsh criticism to their advantage by using it to fuel their desire to make themselves better. They seem to live and thrive off criticism and challenge. It is as if they respond to criticism by saying, “I’ll show you who I really am.” They stare down criticism and failure, and use it to become more motivated and stronger. They take this approach because they’ve chosen learning as their path versus focusing on a goal as the only thing that matters. They believe that although they are good at their sport or field today, they can always become better. Their questions are how do I keep my skills and abilities fresh, how do I keep moving forward?

We’ve used sports figures—Shaquille O’Neal, Michael Jordan, Serena Williams, and others—as examples because their successes and failures and how they respond to them are visible to the public. But you don’t have to be a larger-than-life sports personality to be a champion with a learner’s mindset. There are equally successful, but quiet people who don’t draw much attention to themselves, don’t even think of themselves as champions, but who have extraordinary self-belief and understanding of and love for the journey to excellence. Warren Buffett is an infinite learner and a quiet champion.

The learner’s mindset, by definition, says that you are here to improve, learn, and take joy in the journey. Goals are simply yardsticks or destinations that keep you moving forward in the right direction. When you adopt the learner’s mindset, you believe you can get good at something you continuously work at and can enjoy. Even if you are good at something today, you are always improving your game and changing up your strategies to find the edge or the next level of performance.


Love, Emotional Intelligence, and Mindsets

Your vision is why you do what you do in your work and career. Aligning your behavior with your vision is about doing what you intend to do. Alignment to your vision makes sure that what you do is consistent with what you say you do—your vision and your plans.



So how do you do what you intend to do? Maybe at the beginning of the day, you start off strong—you create your to-do list and are off to a good start on the first item. Then, of course, the day starts to unwind with lots of distractions—the phone rings, or you get an urgent email that you must respond to immediately. You get through this okay and start to work on item 2, but your boss stops by to chat, and before you know it the two of you have added a new task to your to-do list. You go back to finish the second task before you get interrupted again, but this time you interrupt yourself by taking a 30-second break to watch a cat video.

Likewise, you can wake up refreshed and hopeful about your day being great. You have put yourself in a great mental place of calm and focus and are ready to take on the world. Suddenly you get that dreaded call from a colleague. The report due yesterday is all screwed up, and you have to assemble a team and get it fixed pronto! Emotions rise. You want to scream or go out in anger and choke the guy who turned in this terrible work. What do you do then?

Let’s start by focusing on your operating model and using emotional intelligence to get to the bottom of what is really happening so that you can work through the rest of the day productively.

Because you chose an operating mode of love (versus fear), you start by stepping back and realizing that no one is out to get you and no one intended to turn in lousy work. You begin to assemble the pieces of reality that allow you to look at a path forward without overreacting and creating a scene from a reality show drama. Because you are also aware of your emotional intelligence skills, you regulate your emotions and behavior in the moment—you stay calm and controlled, and become aware of what actually happened. You can now think productively and work with the team to get to the best solution to fix the report and get it back to the receiving team before anyone else is impacted.

Becoming more aware is specifically about noticing your emotions and pausing to think about what they mean before you take action or make a decision. There is an additional payoff to doing this. Your emotions provide information that can help you identify when you’re in the learner’s mindset, when you’re in a fixed mindset, and what triggers you to move from one to the other. Let’s see how this can work.

Often in business you need to work in a larger group to socialize ideas—to get others to see what you are trying to achieve—in order to get a product or service to a place where you can create a successful market entry. You work across department boundaries to get something done. In marketing the task might be branding a product and working with a team of folks who are great at understanding the brand value of a name and what to look out for in naming conventions.

If you are a product manager who is very knowledgeable about your product, the last thing you might want to hear is that your product message is not resonating with the marketing team or that the name you picked won’t work. You might even hear this feedback as criticism. If you pause for a few seconds to assess how you are feeling, you might notice that you feel anger, anxiety, fear, embarrassment, relief, gratitude, or curiosity, or all of these emotions.

As the product expert and owner, you can choose how to respond: stand your ground and not listen or step back to take another look at the situation and listen to the advice coming to you. If you allow yourself to be driven by anger, anxiety, fear, embarrassment, or any other negative emotion, it will be difficult for you to listen. If you pause long enough for an initial negative reaction to pass—it only takes about 6 to 10 seconds if you focus on your breath or your surroundings, not your thoughts—you might engage your curiosity. You might explore the marketing team’s advice by talking with some customers to learn why what you had proposed won’t work. By being engaged, listening, and learning, without giving up your expertise, you can grow from the experience and get a better result for your product, your team, your company, and yourself. You might even feel relieved and grateful that your marketing team had your back.

Or, suppose you’re working with a team whose goals are completely separate from yours—another common work situation. Let’s say you are a sales person trying to win a deal by discounting your product. Your business unit general manager (GM) is more concerned about the profit side of this highly-discounted transaction. The GM is probably wondering why this salesperson can’t sell value versus cost. You might be wondering why you can’t just close the deal with the price the customer wants to pay even if the profit margin is low. At this point, you could be feeling frustrated and angry. If you don’t take a few seconds to evaluate your feelings you might blurt out what you’re thinking, especially if the GM asks why you can’t sell value over cost. The best way to work this out is for both of you to communicate and work together to explore options for each side of the transaction—you, the business, and the customer. If you’re driven by negative emotions, you won’t be able to work with anyone successfully—including your customer—to close the deal. If you use emotional intelligence to let the negative emotions pass, you can draw on a learner’s mindset and get a better outcome.

Events like these occur every day in companies. Working with other people to get things done is challenging and requires patience, empathy, and emotional intelligence. People who thrive are good at seeing the big picture, getting others to see what they are trying to achieve, and working as partners with others. They use integrity, curiosity, and thoughtfulness, make sure they fully understand the circumstances before making decisions, and look for the best path not just for themselves but for the company, their colleagues, and the customer.

How do you draw on integrity, curiosity, thoughtfulness, empathy, and patience in high stakes, high stress situations—working with conflicting goals, life at the speed of the Internet, and the general messiness of getting things done through relationships? Self-discipline helps you step back, use emotional intelligence to build awareness and regulate your behavior, and keep yourself in a learner’s mindset. This is easily the most challenging part of work, but it gets easier with practice.

Keeping your behavior aligned with your vision, even aligned with short-term goals is difficult, but the payoff is huge. Every day brings distractions and events that can derail you. Sometimes being human means that you can’t see how you come across when you are under pressure and reacting out of frustration or fear. Aligning your behavior keeps these times to a minimum.

Even without distractions, maintaining a focus on vision and executing plans takes hard work. Fixed mindsets and other frames of reference can easily slip in and influence how we perceive and react to events. If we’re unaware of these thought patterns, they can hijack our best-laid plans and clearest goals.

How you behave, particularly when emotions are intense, depends on your core operating mode of love or fear. When you ground your actions in love, you assume the best in yourself and others, you see possibilities not barriers, and your view of the work is one of inspiration and interesting challenges. The operating model of love gives you a better 360-degree view and sets you up to step back and see the bigger picture. You are also more empathetic and curious about others and the best ways to work with them. Your ability to draw on emotional intelligence skills in charged situations comes from valuing your connectedness with others and caring more about achieving alignment with someone than being right.

When your ego is on the line, you are driven by fear—fear of not being smart enough or not being good enough, or of someone trying to hurt you. But when you ground yourself in love, you are able to allow flaws in yourself and others, understand we are all on a journey and everyone is worthy, and recognize that everyone has perceptions that shape how they look at events. If you choose love over fear, you will develop the ability to see events from many perspectives and see the whole picture.

How you stay grounded in your operating model of love and use emotional intelligence to keep your behavior aligned with your VSEM isn’t that complicated. But it does take continuous commitment, practice, and effort in the face of our natural tendency to be on autopilot.

Let’s borrow a few strategies from sports to improve your career game. Writing in The Power of Full Engagement, Jim Loehr and Tony Schwartz point out that athletes “build very precise routines for managing energy in all spheres of their lives . . . summoning the appropriate emotions; mentally preparing and staying focused; and connecting regularly to the mission they have set for themselves.”12 This is exactly the process that works for using your operating model and emotional intelligence to keep your behavior aligned.

When you align your behavior with your vision—that is, when you act or behave as what you want to become—you use habit, will power, self-discipline, and self-control exactly the way an athlete does. You are, in fact, consciously choosing what you think, say, and do. Knowing and focusing on your goals and outcome are key to visualizing, behaving, and believing in your ability to get there.

Every successful person will tell you that formulating daily habits and routines that keep you on track is essential to long term success. Your VSE is designed to keep this process pragmatic and concrete. The executable goals from your VSE enable you to use your daily, weekly, and monthly work to focus and drive toward your vision.

At the end of the day or first thing early in the morning, carve out quiet time to reflect on how your actions are meshing with your vision, to plan and assess next steps, to make adjustments to your plan as necessary, and to map out actions to follow your plan. Then every day when you arrive at work, make sure the most important things you need to do to take you toward your goals are at the top of your mind. Use those daily or weekly goals to build a checklist to keep yourself on track. Your aim is to make sure your work tasks feed movement toward your vision and your VSE tasks enable you to bring a high degree of engagement, competence, and energy to your work. I like to prepare by using Sundays to set out my goals for the week and make sure the things I need to do are calendared so I can track my success daily. I then use both the night before and the morning to organize and reflect on my day to see what I accomplished and remind myself of what I need to do next. Planning think time into your day is essential for holding your center in a world of impromptu opportunities and challenges. Making this think time a daily ritual or habit is key to having long-term success.

Whatever your vision is and wherever you work, there are actions you need to take in order to bring that vision to life. You need to develop and maintain a learner’s mindset, practice emotional intelligence skills, and choose love as your operating model instead of fear. (See Figure 5-2.)


[image: Image]

Figure 5-2 How to Align Your Behavior with Your Vision



In the next chapter, you learn that you need to develop an effective way to communicate about your vision and surround yourself with people who can help you realize it.


6. Becoming Your Vision II: Articulating Your Brand and Building Your Bench

Be more concerned with your character than your reputation, because your character is what you really are, while your reputation is merely what others think you are.

John Wooden

No matter what you hear in the news about solo entrepreneurs and self-made business people, no one achieves success on their own. Work and careers are joint ventures. When Shaquille O’Neal talks to groups about self-leadership and success, he makes three points. The first is to let criticism be your motivation. Second is to rise after you fall. Both of these points are interlaced with the learner’s mindset in Chapter 5. The third point he makes is that “The team is the star.” Whatever you have done, whether in school, sports, or work, you didn’t do it alone. Shaq continues, “Every team member has a significant role. Success is sweetest when it’s shared.”1

Throughout your career, you work with other people to realize your vision. But not just any other people; we’re not looking for warm bodies. To bring your vision to life, you need to find and benefit from the support of like-minded people. You’ll find some of these people among the teams you work with, but you’ll find many others outside of work, sometimes in unlikely places.

In addition to looking for your team, you need to develop an understanding of how your vision fits in with the vision of others. You need to understand how the role you love to play fits with the roles that others love to play. To develop this understanding and to be able to use it effectively, you need to communicate with lots of other people.


Communicating with Others About Your Vision – Sharing Your VSE

To find people who can help you move forward with your vision, you need to be able to tell people what your vision is and talk with them about what you do, what you want to do in the future, and how you want to do it. One useful tool for talking with people about your vision is a personal brand statement.




Developing a Personal Brand Statement

Your personal brand grows from how you bring your vision to life. It is a reflection of what you do and how you do it. Many people see a personal brand as similar to a marketing message, something you craft and manage. But, like Marshall McLuhan famously said, “The medium is the message.” You are both the medium and the message. For example, when you hear the name Richard Branson, you think fun-loving entrepreneur.



Your personal brand works just like that. If it is to be crafted, you craft it through your presence in the world. If you think of your personal brand like a marketing slogan, it won’t be authentic and people will see that immediately. So, if you want your brand to be “the best ...” then you have to do the actions associated with being “the best....” This is why aligning your behavior with your vision is so important. When your behavior is aligned with your vision, putting together a statement of your personal brand becomes a matter of choosing effective words to describe what you do.


The Importance of Feedback

In my work and position at Cisco, I get a chance to mentor and lead many types of people, and I am known to be truthful with people about how they are perceived compared to where they think they are. These are difficult discussions, for sure. But people who want to develop themselves and achieve their goals are open to this kind of mentoring, which is essentially a “brand check” that makes sure they are showing up as they describe themselves and their brand. After you have put your personal brand into motion, make sure you check in with others to see if you are showing up that way. Look for people who care about you enough to give you this honest feedback. Feedback and honesty help you grow and learn; they are essential to a learning mindset. Find someone who knows how to deliver this type of feedback in a way that you can hear. There is nothing pleasant about working with someone who takes pleasure in knocking you down, so choose your mentor carefully.




Building Your Brand Statement and Targeting Your Next Job

One approach to writing a personal brand statement is to start with what you shine at. For example, these statements tell people not just what I do but how I do it.



I create innovative solutions and build great customer relationships. I am an entrepreneur, and I like to solve tough problems. I build great systems that make business effective, I understand how to best leverage digital technology in business, and I am a fast learner and can master things easily.

Your brand statement should include keywords that differentiate you from other people and give you a high rank in search engine results for your industry. These are generally action words, like builder, market leader, entrepreneur, innovator, influencer, and achiever.

Then you follow up these statements with proof points on three things you did that demonstrate this capability. For example, I built X solution that reached x customers, built the system that helps connect our customers to solutions, and grew customers’ business by X percent. Or I created solutions for our distribution problem saving three weeks in time to delivery. Or I mastered data intelligence and produced new medical insight that helped our clinic with patients in three weeks. You get the picture!

There is no right thing to talk about in a brand statement. It is about being honest about how you approach things and what makes you effective. Next, of course, you have to be clear about what specific areas of knowledge or domain you bring to the table. Are you someone who knows consumer products or services, do you have specific skills in marketing or communications, are you great at design or operations, do you have expertise in digital business? Technical capabilities and knowledge you possess are key to your differentiation, but how you approach things—your style of leadership—completes the picture and can help you stand out.

Then it is about getting the right match with a company that is in need of what you provide. To make the right match happen, it is important that as you seek out opportunities, you personalize what you bring to the table and match it with the employer’s need. Essentially, you need to spell out how a company would use your talent to solve their problem, build a business, or serve a need.


Value Proposition and Making the Match

Everyone has a personal value proposition, but most have not articulated it in a way that is mindful of their audience. When you formulate your value statement, it needs to reflect your traits and values, but it also needs to be tailored to what the employer, your customer, needs.



In creating this personal value proposition, you need to be clear about what you want to achieve or how you can make an impact. Your personal value proposition helps you connect with the best opportunities that are compatible with who you are, what you do, and what you care about. My personal value proposition is about leveraging my strategic business skills into areas to help companies grow, develop broader market opportunities, and provide solutions that help people perform their best at work. It is essential that I can make a difference in people’s lives and in companies’ outcomes. That is what keeps me inspired.

Nathaniel Koloc and Evan Walden, co-founders of innovative recruiting firm ReWork, put it this way: “What constitutes meaningful work is subjective. ... fulfillment boils down to three things: feeling aligned with the company’s mission, enjoying your day-to-day work, and feeling like a valuable member of the team you’re working with ... What’s consistent among people who feel inspired by their work is an alignment of values ... a feeling that what someone does is consistent with who he or she is ...” For Koloc and Walden, the essential question is: “where can I most effectively live my values while learning the most?”2 In addition to knowing how what you do meshes with what needs to be done in a particular industry or company, you have to know what makes you feel valuable as a team member. When your value proposition and personal brand statement reflect what makes you feel valuable, they will be more authentic and more effective at helping you position yourself to do that kind of work.


Gathering Information and Writing Your Personal Brand Statement

These are simple steps to building a good personal brand position.



1. Understand your own value and use action words to describe what you are about, what you can accomplish for the organization, and how you are different than others.

2. Identify your target audience/company/job opportunity and do research on what they are looking for in the role. What are the goals, what are the biggest challenges, and what traits are they looking for in the role they are hiring?

3. Use keywords that show the alignment of who you are to the job they wish to fill. Be honest but direct and show how your experiences prove you have the stuff to get the job done.

4. Make sure what you do every day represents your values and your personal brand.

An interesting thing happens when you start writing an effective personal brand statement. Powerful personal brand statements focus on how you address a particular business or customer problem. To know what problem to address, you must have market information for the industry and the role or job you want. You also need to have a target company that you want to work for, one that matches your personal values and identity.

The Internet provides access to plenty of information about any industry or company and can help you do this research so that you target the right opportunities for you. Let’s say you are interviewing for a job at J. Crew or another major retailer. It would be important to read the description of the company and its values and how it positions itself to its customers and shareholders. You then need to look at how that relates to your own beliefs and see if there is a match. If there is a match and the job looks interesting, you then need to create a value proposition about yourself that shows how you are a great match not just for the job but for the company as a whole. If you understand their strengths, their challenges, and what they want to deliver to the customer then you have what you need to position your strengths to help them.

J. Crew values classic, high quality clothes reinvented for the fashion-conscious customer. To position yourself and stand out, you relate to these values in your introduction to them: “I am a fashion adventurer who loves to put classic clothing together in unconventional ways and create new looks for my customers that complement their style.”

Beyond company statements and industry publications, the most valuable information you can get about a company comes from talking with people who work in the industry, people who do the kind of work you want to do, people who manage people who do the kind of work you want to do, and people who work in roles adjacent to your targeted role. Having a personal brand statement can help facilitate those conversations. The process is iterative. (See Figure 6-1.) You use the best information you can get about what you do, why you do it, how you do it, and how it maps to your target industry. You talk with people in your target industry to test your understanding of the industry, your desired role, and how you fit. You then use that information to revise your brand statement. Then you repeat and use your revised statement to talk with some more people. You also customize it based on your audience. This process helps you gain new insight through trial and error and use that insight to modify and improve your brand statement.
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Figure 6-1 Using Trial-and-Error to Create and Refine a Brand Statement



Ideally, if you were just out of college, you would try on the company or role as an intern to see if it really suits you. Although research and others’ views can help you identify a fit, sometimes there is nothing better than trying it on for size. If you are beyond a few years out of college, you can do a project or short-term gig and get similar information. At the 2006 TED conference, creative product and user interface designer Peter Skillman said “You learn by doing ... Multiple iterations almost always beat the single-minded commitment to building your first idea ... Prototype and test, prototype and test, and experience it directly ...”3 It works with building marshmallow-and-spaghetti towers, science, technology products, and it works with finding the right company and right job.

Through repeatedly testing your brand statement, you can get information about how you are executing your VSE or information that causes you to revise your entire plan. Yes, you worked hard to create a VSE and have a plan, but don’t let the plan hold you back. Use new insight you gain through trial and error to develop your results or modify your plan.

If this process sounds like agile development, you’re right. The Lean Startup by Eric Ries has great information about applying agile to your career journey and how to be successful.4 Another good book to read is The Start-Up of You by Reid Hoffman and Ben Casnocha, which uses a flexible, entrepreneurial plan and then trial-and-error to modify, improve, and adapt the plan along the way.5 Regardless of the formula, you need to use agile techniques at all stages of your career development, and that is why the learner’s mindset is critical.

You should revise your brand statement periodically throughout your career. It should evolve based on how your career evolves. For example, here is my personal brand statement from over 20 years ago in the mid-1990s:

Self-motivated driver who is dedicated to producing the best results I can for my company. I connect well with customers and my peers, can influence customer and company decisions, and know how to get things done.

You can see from this statement that my focus is on action words and delivering results. As I grew in my career, my brand message evolved to building big, broad strategies that would drive organizations and industries forward—an appropriate change given my scope in leadership now versus my position 20 years ago.

A slightly longer type of personal brand statement is called an elevator pitch. For example, here’s my elevator pitch from 20 years ago:

Creative, passionate, proven sales/marketing professional who thrives on new opportunities, enjoys providing a great brand experience for the customer, has sold many types of products, and regularly achieves stretch goals. I’m self-directed, highly motivated, and willing to learn. A great ambassador for your company who will be successful in selling/marketing products and making your customers happy.

This is quite different from the brand statement of today which reflects a long term value proposition. “Passionate, visionary leader who leads and shapes markets and creates sustainable competitive advantage for companies. Builds innovative solutions and teams that produce high profit growth and customer value at global scale.”

It’s important to recognize that the process of developing and testing your brand statement and elevator pitch begins and ends with alignment. In Chapter 5, I talked about the critical process of bringing your behavior into alignment with your VSE. Your brand rests on that alignment. A person’s reputation always precedes them. This is even more important to understand in the current era of social media. Anyone—everyone—can be googled. For this reason, you need to be sure that you have proof points for anything you say in your brand statement or elevator pitch. The proof points for my brand statements and elevator pitches include the following:

• Built and launched more than 100 successful products

• Built a business consulting venture that is leading the industry in Internet consulting

• Built a loyal 2.6M user community and helped them succeed at work

• Launched new business models that redefined the industry in IoT, social learning, and cloud

• Led global teams toward doubling our business in more than 200 countries

You get the picture—it is about being specific, honest, and appealing to your audience that has values in common with what you bring to the party.


Socializing with Your VSE

The payoff for the effort you put into your VSE, alignment, and personal brand is getting traction in an industry you are working in or one that you want to enter. A number of strategies can help you understand an industry, whether you are trying to get in front of the industry and provide more leadership within it or your company or simply enter the industry for the first time. You can read what experts say in white papers, the press, or books; you can attend industry conferences; or you can volunteer for a project that studies the industry. But of all the options, my favorite is networking. Networking is critical not just because it helps you learn from others who are already in your target industry, but because it helps you connect with people who can provide other connections or an entry point for your first opportunity. Here is where you can really get some mileage from that trial-and-error brand statement process (refer to Figure 6-1).



Talking with others and getting the real story on how an industry works is immensely helpful in getting a feel for the day-to-day life of that profession or industry. You won’t genuinely understand your real opportunities in an industry and whether it fits what you want to do without talking to people who are already there. There are two reasons for this. First, before you can add value or lead in any area, you have to learn what the industry or company is trying to achieve and how you can uniquely address that. Understanding this connection creates your real opportunity. Second, no matter how wired and Internet-connected we all are, it is people working with other people that makes industries, products, and services successful. You need to meet face-to-face.


Working Through the Fear and Enjoying the Process

If you invite your best friend to go to a networking event with you, they are not likely to respond with the same excitement they would if you invited them to a gourmet dinner, a great concert, a sports event, or a good movie. You might even prefer doing laundry to spending 20 to 30 minutes on LinkedIn or another professional networking site. Why do people have this knee-jerk negative response to networking?



When I was young I was painfully shy, which was a real challenge. Shyness is kind of a non-starter if you want to influence people. How can you influence people or build partnerships if you can’t talk to strangers? I dealt with my shyness by throwing myself into situations in work (by taking sales jobs) and in my social life (by throwing parties) to get me over the discomfort of striking up a conversation with someone I did not know. Doing what you are uncomfortable with builds a level of competence. Then confidence comes, which helps you keep doing more. In order to grow, you need to move out of your comfort zone. And to move out of your comfort zone, you need to tolerate discomfort (see Figure 6-2).
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Figure 6-2 Move Outside Your Comfort Zone to Build Competence and Confidence



At some point during networking, you will need to meet and interact with strangers. Most people are not comfortable reaching out to people they don’t know. There is a reasonable explanation for this: fear of the unknown, in this case fear of how someone you don’t know will respond and of not knowing what to say to break the ice and begin a discussion with a stranger. You may also fear being hurt or appearing foolish.

An immediate concern is often what to say after hello. Dave Kerpen, CEO of Likeable Local and a New York Times bestselling author suggests that people “Listen first and never stop listening.” Although his comments are directed toward salespeople and marketers, his thinking applies to networking as well. He says, “Listen and care about your customers and prospects if you want them to be interested in your message.”6 So after you introduce yourself and say hello, ask a question and then listen with your full attention. If you listen with genuine interest and focus on the other person, you won’t have time to focus on your discomfort.

You can do a number of things to provide enough firm ground for yourself to move through the fear and discomfort of talking with strangers. First, understand that being human we all have fears and we all have doubts about our ability. All humans are a work-in-progress by design. We all want love and to feel wanted, we all seek admiration from others, and we are all eager to succeed. We are all born with what we need to learn and grow and become our best selves. For everyone, becoming our best self takes courage and being okay with learning new things, trying, and failing. The person you are trying to start a conversation with is wired the same way, so think about how you can make them the center of your attention and ask them about themselves to make a personal connection. By being more concerned for them than yourself in the conversation you gain their trust and make them feel good.

Second, just assume you’re going to suck at it—or at least feel as if you suck at it—the first few times.

Third, accept the discomfort—with a good dose of compassion—and don’t use it to hold yourself back. You can’t let discomfort stop you from doing things. If you accept the discomfort and wait a few seconds, it will begin to pass. But if you focus on the discomfort and carry on a negative conversation with yourself about it, it will persist. With practice your discomfort over talking with strangers will become less and less noticeable.

If someone turns down your attempt to connect, you may not have hit on the topic of their interest or you may have approached them at a bad time. This is where you apply those learnings to rethink your approach and make adjustments, and then try again. If they appear to present you with a closed door after a couple of tries, then move on to the next opportunity to connect with someone who looks more eager to engage.

Your secret weapon for dealing with networking fear is the learner’s mindset. But if you let these fears drive you to protect yourself, you will not learn about the other person or the topic you set out to learn about. Be curious about the other person, and focus on asking the right questions to really engage them in conversation. This allows the learning to happen. The way Arianna Huffington has put it is that “You can have an interesting conversation with anybody ... if you only [find] what their interests [are].”7

If everything you try fails and you have a bad experience, learn whatever you can from it, and try a new approach the next time. These setbacks are contrast events, and by now you know what to do with contrast.

Even though we all fear the unknown, if you know something about what is coming you can develop strategies to deal with it. You can plan your networking event conversations in advance and prepare yourself with a set of discussion or common topics and questions you might want to ask others to generate dialogue. There are some key strategies for finding a way to open the conversation or the door to a contact you need to meet:

• Make a plan for who you need to meet that connects you with what you want to achieve.

• Find out who among your existing network of friends, coworkers, or family knows them and can possibly introduce you.

• If you can’t find anyone from your existing network who knows who you need to meet, look on the Internet to get information about them and who they are connected to. The Internet and LinkedIn are great tools to learn about others. Most successful people in any industry have a social media profile or are connected to someone who is somehow connected to you or a friend.

• Find common interests or associations between you and them.

• If they work in your company or with your company, find someone who works with them and ask that person to introduce you. Or email them directly and briefly introduce yourself. Tell them what you are working on and highlight what about it might interest them. Last, ask if you can have a brief meeting with them.

• Before meeting or communicating with them, get your pitch together on what you can offer them and what you would like from them, or how connecting with you will benefit them (the win-win). For example, a pitch I might use is: I am working on this great project to sell my new social application and am interested in how you launched your project and gained such huge success. Michael told me that you may even be interested in partnering with me on this project because it is adjacent to what your product does and may add strategic value to your software. Perhaps we might look at co-leveraging our go-to-market work?

• Follow through with the meeting. Be sure that each of you gets value out of the interaction and use it as a way to launch a new alliance.

Being proactive with networking is essential. The time to build connections is before you need them. Practice as often as you can. With practice, you will become comfortable reaching out to people, and you’ll make mistakes when the stakes are low. You’ll have a chance to work out various pitches and fine tune them. If you wait until you need important information, are looking to change jobs, or need a job, the stakes will be too high, you’ll feel desperate, and your discomfort will be huge. So, be proactive with your networking. Then when you need to do it, you’ll be an expert—or at least pretty good at it. You’ll also be able to draw on plenty of connections with people you already know.

Another issue people have with networking is the feeling that it is inauthentic because “networking” is a code word for selling yourself.8 Although under some circumstances some people might use networking as a technique for selling a product or service, that’s not what we’re talking about here. We’re not talking about asking a stranger for a job or direct help finding one. We are talking about getting comfortable meeting new people who might connect you with opportunities, have insight about the future, or have valuable information about an industry or type of work. Think back to what Dave Kerpen says, and listen and genuinely care about the other person. You will be giving them a gift—your attention—and few people get as much attention as they would like.


Purposeful Networking

Networking is about being social in a professional environment in order to develop your career and realize your career vision. It is about finding common ground and interests with your coworkers and firing up your passion from discussions and collaboration with your peers on an interesting project. It is also about being interested in and learning from others. By being social and inquisitive and by paying attention to what others are doing and working on, you can get some real clues about what areas the company is investing in and upcoming trends outside of your domain. One big lesson I have learned as a leader is that spending about 30 to 50 percent of my time engaging with people outside of my team helps me stay tuned in to the company, my customers, and my partners and what is going on in the world outside of my immediate view. It also opens up new opportunities for me, my coworkers, and my company.



Everyone is more likely to succeed when being social and networking are standard paths toward creating new things and getting projects off the ground. Sometimes the best new ideas come from casual conversations among colleagues who are working across company projects. These casual conversations can lead to true innovation. By learning what your coworkers, team members, colleagues, and managers need from you in order to produce your company’s desired results you become more intelligent, more on top of your game, and create better company leverage. I like to create ideas, socialize them around a bunch of smart people, get their thoughts, and then collect all of this wisdom to improve my initiative. Doing this also helps you get your initiative or project off to a greater head start by reducing the trial-and-error stage because as you network, ask questions, and collect input from others, you learn and build a support team that will help you launch or get leverage from what you are doing.

Networking to me is not about random cold calling but more about picking and choosing people you want to connect with who have interest in the area you are working in. They are experts in this area or have a connection to what you need to launch, sell, or make your initiative happen. When I started Cisco’s Internet Business Group, I began with an idea and a set of objectives with a value proposition. I thought the company would be interested enough in my idea to invest in it. I socialized it with my management and with peers across the company and got lots of great ideas and feedback. These conversations also identified places for funding that I had not anticipated. This socialization process is agile planning in the works and leveraging your peers, management, and customers to get the best possible set up to deliver the best possible results.

Networking is also about learning how well you are delivering what your coworkers need and how you can improve on that. It is about learning the ins and outs of your industry from the other people who work in it, including the experts, and sharing what you know with them. And it is about whatever interests you in the world of work and the world at large. Although one of the goals of this type of networking is identifying where your opportunities are, it cuts both ways. You have something unique and valuable to offer, and networking gives others the opportunity to connect with your vision. Purposeful networking where you have a topic in mind and are trying to establish common interest is the best way to work because you start attracting future sponsors and supporters of your initiative before you are even ready to ask people to do anything for you. The Internet Business Group initiative hit a bulls eye on leveraging socialization and networking to create a great plan and to get investments in place as a Step 2. People love to be part of creating something new and exciting, so if you give them a chance they will support you on things that have a clear path to success.


Spheres of Influence

Your network isn’t one unified, all-encompassing group of people. You start out by building different kinds of networks. Think of it as overlapping circles of connection and influence. (See Figure 6-3.) The inner-most circle includes your family and friends (some of whom may be colleagues). The circle that includes your coworkers is a little more distant from you, and everyone else who works in your company are a little more distant than your immediate coworkers. Then comes a circle of people who work in the same industry, but at different companies. Another more distant circle includes people who work in industries that are related to your industry.
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Figure 6-3 Spheres of Influence



From the perspective of work, the most distant circle includes people who do work that simply interests you, that you’re curious about, in industries that may be completely unrelated to the industry you work in. From a more personal perspective, people whose work interests you or who you’re curious about may be in your closest circle of friends or may join that circle after you meet them. The interesting thing about networking is that people in more distant circles may know each other, even if they don’t know you. You can connect with your connections’ connections to broaden the variety of people you know.

It’s important to connect with the people you work with and understand what they do, how they do it, and why they do it the way they do. At the same time, they share information about their work with you, you share information about your work with them. This kind of information exchange enables you and them to do your jobs well and continuously learn and improve. Knowing a little about your coworkers makes it easier to build good working relationships. Always think of teaming up with your coworkers, rather than competing with them. Then when problems arise, you’ll be prepared to work together to solve them collaboratively and creatively. With this approach, you’ll build a reputation as a good person to work with (an “I’ve got your back” kind of person). This reputation will precede you inside and outside your company, and when opportunities arise, your coworkers and management may very likely think of you.

Networking is critical at every level, from entry level positions to senior management. I have found that proactive networking—connecting with key people who can help me realize my dream or who I can help—is a big part of success. I spend a lot of time thinking about the things that I am doing and creating and how that connects with others and what they are trying to achieve. I look at the connections between how I can enhance the whole picture for the company by connecting with my customers, my partners, and other Cisco employees and executives and then figure out how to add value to the whole picture of what Cisco hopes to do in the market. This focus is what makes me successful in my career at Cisco and in the industry.

To build your sphere of influence, start by identifying how to influence others who you depend on to succeed. Then identify additional people who you will need in your network. Here’s an example of how I would use networking to start a new project. Suppose I am trying to build a new software solution that will change the way people work on a daily basis. I know who I need to influence to be successful in getting this project adopted: the heads of sales and services at Cisco and at my customers’ businesses; the heads of human resources; and management within Cisco’s teams and my customers’ teams.

When I have identified the key players, I need to come up with a value proposition for them—why they would want to jump on board with my plan. If can get these key players on board, I can get a budget and start executing my plan. The value proposition I develop has to be about making them and their teams successful. With this as my general goal, I map out all the ways to get the key players to adopt my solution. This involves doing research into who already sells in that industry and who might already have an open door to the customer. I also look at organizations and conferences dedicated to related topics and use them to network and find the influencers who can help me reach my goal. I also figure out how to create a win-win for those who want to help develop or sell my product. I include partnerships in industries that sell to this market, the sales people in the companies that sell to these customers, and the strategic influencers of the folks I need to reach to get my solution adopted. Essentially I build a grid of the influencers of my company, my customers, and my partners, as well as other industry influencers. I then reach out and organize plans to connect with them and offer my value proposition.


Invest in Your Relationships

Throughout the lifecycle of your career, it is very important to build and keep connections within your current company and in your industry. You don’t just build connections when you need them and then ignore them when you get what you want. Building professional connections is a long term investment and process. Always invest in your relationships. Make that your first priority. Without these relationships, you cannot get anywhere. We live in a relationship world, and people invest in people based on connection—common ideas, win-win propositions, and trust.



Some people will be consistent players in your network. You will reach out to them and feed them critical information that is relevant to their area of interest, their focus at the moment, or helping make them successful. These are long term relationships, so you will keep a dialogue going even when you don’t need a person’s immediate help. You are in these relationships to help one another through various projects, business objectives, and career objectives. You will find personal interests that connect you to them, like you both like animals or the same music, you are fans of the same sports team, you are from a common background, or you have common goals and viewpoints.

Other people will come into and out of your life when it is important and necessary, and that is okay. Not every relationship lasts forever. Regardless of the longevity of the relationship, you should always have a goal to stay relevant and keep a spirit of achieving a win-win when you are connected. When networking, it is important to be relevant.

Relationships and developing your network are about give and take, about giving help as well as receiving help. To establish give and take you have to be open to advice, transparent about what is going on and what you are struggling with, and, most of all, authentic. You must truly care about the other person and make it a mission to give to them in a meaningful way. When you are generous with others without looking for something back, what they can do for you will come up naturally. I have found that through being generous, sharing ideas, being open, and giving up your ego, people get invested in you and what you are doing and want to help. Wes Moore writes movingly about this give-and-take in several sections of his book The Work: My Search for a Life that Matters. Near the end of his time as a Rhodes Scholar at Oxford University, he was contacted by Michael Fenzel, who was “a major in the U.S. Army and a good friend and mentor. I had met Mike a year earlier after an introduction from the head football coach at Johns Hopkins ... I was excited to get a call from Mike, but he wasn’t just checking in ... ‘Wes, I am going to put you in touch with Richard Falkenrath, Chris Hornbarger, and Pancho Kinney. You need to work for the Office of Homeland Security this summer’ ... Because of the research that had consumed me at Oxford, Mike felt I could help. He also felt I could learn.”9

Making connections with people outside your inner circle will happen naturally if you let your interests guide you. Somewhere, some group is self-organized around whatever topic you’re interested in. These interest groups are easy to find on the Internet, and there are apps that make it easy to find and engage with interest groups in real life as well. Connect with these interest groups, learn from them, and contribute to them.

If you are interested in a particular expert, find out where they spend their time online. Discover who you already know who is in that circle. Don’t feel shy about leveraging your connections, and take advantage of every door that is open to you. In addition, or if you don’t know anyone in that circle, come up with an interesting idea that would appeal to people in that circle. In this way, you can establish that you have something of value to people with that shared interest.

At the heart of professional connections, especially when establishing a connection between a more junior person and a more senior person, is a value exchange. If you’ve targeted a specific person to connect with, it is because you think that person can help you in some way—through expertise and knowledge, their connections, or even the ability to offer you a job. Likewise, you need to offer something of value to them. Sometimes the value is simply giving them a good feeling from helping someone else. It’s probably better, though, to have something more to offer than that. So, think about what you can do that is of interest to the person you want to connect with. Figure out what is troubling or challenging that person, and deliver a solution. To learn what is troubling or challenging a senior professional, use published resources about the person. Google them. Everyone is google-able, and people in senior positions know that material is published about them, so they won’t find it strange.

Networking connects with your personal brand in several ways. Earlier I talked about using networking to get feedback about your personal brand. But connecting with other people also helps build your personal brand. People get to know you and what kind of person you are. As you share information with them, they will naturally learn about what you shine at. And they will learn about the value you bring to work.

In addition to building your human network, you need to build a knowledge network. This will help you keep informed about interesting things going on in your company, other companies, and your industry. You also need to stay informed about things going on in knowledge areas related to your industry. I also like to stay informed about topics I just become interested in for one reason or another. It is important to connect these knowledge areas with people. Both the knowledge areas and the people are what will keep you informed about opportunities, either inside your current company or in a target company.


Building Your Bench

Building your bench is about taking a thoughtful approach to who you spend time with and who you invest your time in. The people you spend the most time with on a daily basis have a deep influence on how you live and experience life. Our closest associates affect our attitudes and how we think, influence what we know, have an impact on our self-esteem, and influence our decisions. The people we spend time around can affect our mood, interests, and motivation. If you want to be successful, you need to surround yourself with people who will help you reach your short and long-term goals and who will help you make your vision a reality. Ideally, the people in your life will alternately support you and challenge you, and ultimately help you become the person you want to be. And you will do the same for them.



You need people in your life who will encourage you and provide you with positive support, but you also need people you can trust to provide you with constructive criticism. Positive support and constructive criticism are not mutually exclusive, and the same person can provide them at different times. You want to build genuine relationships with people based on mutual trust and respect so that you are able to provide each other with the kind of feedback, which is often negative, that helps you learn and build expertise. You want friends and associates who will be honest with you and help you develop and maintain a learner’s mindset. Your circle of friends can help you manage your emotions, build your emotional intelligence, and practice patience—all critical elements that lead to success. In building your bench, you are actively seeking out people who you can trust and who can trust you, and you will build deep, authentic relationships with the team members who are closest to you.

Honesty is the fastest path to learning. You always want people to be truthful with you when you ask them for feedback or have asked them to mentor you. When your job involves a management role, you have to coach people to be open and honest with you. A lot of companies suffer from a situation in which people don’t speak openly and frankly to each other. As a result, the company’s whole culture slows to a crawl because there is always an undercurrent of uncertainty. You may think you have agreement about a decision and alignment with a goal, but people behave with passive resistance because they weren’t truthful about how they felt to begin with. When you don’t know people’s concerns or objections, you cannot address them or resolve problems. Most companies today know that collaboration—which is different from management by committee—with decisiveness produces the best results. You can’t maintain a collaborative, positive working environment or move swiftly through decisions and execute across large diverse teams if people do not speak openly and honestly with each other.

To avoid problems caused by a lack of honesty, you need to tell people that it is okay to disagree, and you need to act consistently with that. People are entitled to their opinions. You need to communicate to others that you value and want to hear their opinions, and that you won’t overreact to discussion, disagreement, or debate. Managers and teammates need to know about concerns, reservations, and objections so that everyone can be aware of how a decision is going to impact others. In a collaborative environment, teammates will do their best to work together in ways that avoid unforeseen or negative impacts on others. That’s the whole spirit of partnership. You proactively work towards implementing decisions in ways that people can accept and work with. Clarity and transparency are your friends here.

Of course, if you are coming up with an idea and solution that is disruptive to another business or industry, then you will also need to be clear about the impact and the risk and reward with your support group or team so everyone buys into the plan and helps you manage through the change. When building partnerships, you aim for a win-win. When disrupting is the aim, it will amount to someone’s loss, so be clear about that upfront.

The most successful people develop a community of others who play particular roles—mentors, experts, friends, and so on—that help them prepare for and reach their goals. Dr. Marla Gottschalk, an industrial and organizational psychologist who has written for The Wall Street Journal, Forbes, and US News & World Report, recommends including a mentor, sponsor, collaborator, devil’s advocate, and entrepreneur in your community. She says that you can think of this group as “a Board of Directors for your career,” and suggests that they “serve as a powerful career catalyst, encouraging both exploration and excellence.”10

In the last section, I talked about spheres of influence in your network. I like to use that same idea when thinking about building my bench. I focus on a close-in sphere, which includes mentors, an adviser sphere, and an alliance sphere. In addition to how close a relationship you have with individuals, how often you see them and how long-standing the relationship is help define a person’s place on your bench. (See Figure 6-4.)
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Figure 6-4 Building Your Bench




The Close-In Sphere

The sphere closest to you includes people who are in your life for three to five years or even longer term. They are your bench of supporters, people who stand up for you, take hits for you, introduce you to new things you are not aware of, tell you who is trouble, and so on. You spend significant amounts of time with them, trust them, and tell them everything you are working on and all the issues you are dealing with.



People in this close-in sphere of influence know you well and know what you’re capable of. These people include family and friends who are professionals, so they understand the world of work and what can go on there. They should be people who know and love you so they can help you think through things.

This close-in sphere should also include people inside your company who know your work and professionals at other companies in your industry. They should be successful people with capabilities and knowledge or experience in a particular type of position that you would like to have—people who you can learn from. Professionals at other companies in your industry can be particularly helpful for exploring what-if scenarios and possibilities that you might not have thought of.

The key attributes of this bench of supporters include knowledge and experience of being where you want to be. They may have specific knowledge of your current industry, or they may have knowledge of an industry that you want to move into. They may also have characteristics that you aspire to and want to get feedback about. You should look up to these people and have an ideology in common with them. They should have professional insight and be able to offer you their personal insight. You need to be able to trust these people because you’re going to seek personal advice from them. You need to be able to tell them what is on your mind and know that they are willing to work with you without exposing you.

Two important questions to focus on in particular with the people in your close-in sphere are “What is important right now?” and “What is essential right now?”


Mentors

Besides your friends, family, and your immediate management, a really important member of your close-in sphere should be a mentor. Mentors are competent practitioners of a profession who can play the role of a teacher or coach. They are successful people with capabilities and knowledge or experience in a particular type of position that you would like to have. A mentor can offer career guidance. If the mentor is within your company and in a position to do so, he or she may offer an assignment that you might take. Or he or she might recommend a career path that might be good to follow. A mentor is able to look at your work with objectivity and provide feedback that helps you improve your skills and performance. A mentor is going to push you to be the best that you are capable of.



Wes Moore tells a great story about how his former football coach, who was also a derivatives trader for Deutsche Bank, helped him avoid going to graduate school:

As I came to the end of my second year at Oxford, I was full of anxiety about my next move. In moments of doubt, I always turn to the friends and mentors I’ve accumulated throughout my academic life ... One of those people in my life was Chris Ogeneski, the wide receiver coach at Johns Hopkins ... Coach asked in his matter-of-fact way what was going on, and I shared my uncertainty about my next step. I told him how I wanted to be involved in policy and public service, but that when I stared at spreadsheets the numbers all blurred together ... he told me that I could learn what I needed while working in the business world. He offered to make some introductions.11

A mentor also provides you with emotional support. They might talk with you about how to cope with work stress or offer suggestions on how to deal with a difficult boss or coworker. They might offer advice about effective ways to balance work and family.

A third feature of a good mentor is serving as a role model. You should be able to observe a mentor and use their behavior to build a map you can use to guide your own behavior in many different situations.12


The Advisor Sphere

The next sphere out is a group of people who I would consider to be my advisors. This group is comparable to Gottschalk’s board of directors. They are not as invested in you as people in your close-in sphere or a mentor, but they can give you valuable information from time to time. To figure out who should be in this sphere, I think about the attributes and information I need in order to succeed. These people have knowledge of the space of being where I want to be. For example, before I led my last start-up, Micronics/Diamond Computer, I spent a lot of time hanging out with entrepreneurs who had started and were running successful computer hardware companies. I would turn to these people for professional advice, personal advice, and general information about how start-ups work in the Valley. The difference between people in this sphere and the sphere closer to me is how much they are in my life. People in this second sphere are more casual and come and go based on what I am trying to accomplish, as well as their needs. We stay connected over years, but after we have created the relationship we only meet from time to time to ask a question, seek advice, or get access to a contact. The relationship is focused on getting things done and helping or learning from each other.




The Alliance Sphere

The furthest sphere out—but just as important as the two closer spheres—are alliances. You form alliances with people you have something in common with. You can help them, and they can help you. They are in your life only for a specific transaction and exchange. They generally are there only for the duration of a project or initiative. You can think of them as a working group. For example, I’m trying to get my new software platform into the hands of many customers. To accomplish this, I need to find people who are already talking with those customers and who have an interest in working with me to make my software platform happen. So these are new people who I’m reaching out to and getting to know.



You can use a similar technique—it’s really a kind of focused networking. Maybe you want to get some experience in something. So you reach out to someone you don’t know. But, you know that if you help them out with some things they need you could get the experience you want. It is a transaction in which they get free help in exchange for providing you with the experience you need. This type of exchange is a way to build a personal alliance.

Success is something that builds momentum over time. You can work for years and then suddenly have a breakthrough. Sometimes momentum hits a person so hard it makes them look (and feel) superhuman. Mark Zuckerberg was at the head of Vanity Fair’s 2010 list of the 100 most influential people, but Facebook was launched as a company six years earlier in 2004 and Zuckerberg began writing computer programs in the 1990s when he was a young teenager. It took Zuckerberg about 15 years of hard work (although it looks as if it was pure fun for him) before he achieved a very public form of success.

You can find lots of articles on the web about people who failed or worked very hard before succeeding. These lists include people from all industries and fields: Henry Ford, the Wright brothers, Albert Einstein, Walt Disney, Thomas Edison, Jerry Seinfeld, Theodor “Dr. Seuss” Geisel, J. K. Rowling, Steven Spielberg, Oprah Winfrey, Stephen King, Anna Wintour, Michael Jordan, Madonna, Mark Cuban, Steve Jobs, and the lists go on. John Chambers, CEO of Cisco for 20 years, has said that when all is going right and there is a lot of momentum behind you with customers buying and analysts praising you, and you suddenly find yourself on top of the world, it is easy to forget what got you there—the thousands of people and smaller success that built your momentum.

It takes tremendous effort and hard work to get to a level of momentum that you can ride upon. Yet when you’re doing what you love, does it really feel like effort and hard work? I talk about some ways to look at this question in the next chapter, on attitude.


7. Attitude, Altruism, and Altitude

It is our attitude at the beginning of a difficult task which, more than anything else, will affect its successful outcome.

William James

Every week, I spend almost 10 hours sitting in traffic. That’s because I live in Silicon Valley. Even though I know I commute with more than two million other people on the highway, sometimes I don’t get out of the house on time. I’m like most people. When I’m late for work and rushed, I get behind the wheel anxious about making it into the office to get started on work or making it to a meeting on time. Being a driver who grew up in Boston, I drive “assertively” and with full intention to get to where I need to go ... fast. Of course, with the mass of traffic on the road on any given day, there is never an opportunity to drive fast. You are lucky if you can get up to the roaring speed limit of 55. In the Bay Area, like most populated areas, we have lots of folks multitasking on the highway and roads. I have to admit that when I am waiting for someone to finish their email or tweet on the road before they move forward on the green light, I get a little worked up. I am just like everyone else—I can get frustrated and very animated in my response to this kind of nonsense.

A few years ago, it struck me that everyone is literally on their own journey during the morning commute. No one is trying to slow me down; they are not even thinking about me. From the looks of it, they are not even thinking about their driving!

To run your day successfully, you need to keep your emotions in check, whether they are in response to a little thing, like being late for work, or a big thing, like being late for an important meeting. Maintaining your balance is key to daily success, and it is key to relationships. The best people to work with are those who remain calm under fire, someone who responds to stress with confidence and discipline.

But if you are like most people, you have a knee-jerk reaction to what happens in your life. We all do. Knee-jerk reactions are part of the survival mechanism that we’re born with. But we’re also born with the ability to learn something different, and that ability is a survival mechanism too. Our ancestors overcame dangers and adversity and ended up as the surviving species in the human family tree because of our abilities to imagine, create, and learn.

Most of what we do is on auto-drive and driven by processes that occur outside of our awareness, beneath the surface of our conscious minds. This is your natural orientation, the way you are today without thinking about it. The interesting thing is that most of the time we are not aware of what drives our thoughts, attitudes, and behaviors. The key to success in life is to not to be driven by your impulses and emotions. Having sustainable success at anything—a relationship, a family, a career—means taking back control of the “emotional” wheel so that you determine the way you want to behave and live. Choose your attitude and hold yourself accountable to showing up that way every day.


Attitude and Altruism

Your overall attitude toward life is the backdrop to everything you do and experience. It shapes what you see and what you think, it influences your emotions and how you feel, and it affects how you interpret and react to events as they occur and long after. What you think about and how you think about it drives your actions. And what you believe has a tremendous influence on how you feel and ultimately what you do. Choosing your attitude is like choosing who you are in life—a way you manage yourself daily, a standard you set to keep yourself in check and disciplined in how you think and want to be.



I think of attitudes as part of a personal operating model. It’s important to understand that most of the time, your attitude toward life and your personal operating model work unconsciously. My favorite quote about attitude is something Norman Cousins used to say to his students at the University of California at Los Angeles School of Medicine: “The control center of your life is your attitude.” I don’t know about you, but I don’t like the idea of my life—and my success!—being determined by unconscious processes.

You might feel like your attitude toward life is your natural orientation, a permanent part of the way you are, and there’s not much you can do about it. That’s not the reality. You learn your attitude from everything that has happened in your life. If you are not consciously choosing what you want to learn daily, then you end up learning just what is in front of you—good or bad. That learning process is usually unconscious, the same as the way your attitude affects what you do and feel. I say “usually unconscious” because you can become aware of your attitude and consciously choose it. I’m not revealing something new. Confucius, Aristotle, Epictetus, Kahlil Gibran, Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln, William James, Helen Keller, Victor Frankl, Albert Einstein, Vince Lombardi, Norman Cousins, Tony Robbins—people from all eras and all walks of life—have talked about how important it is to choose your attitude.

You have attitude and personal operating model options. In Chapters 1 and 2 when I talked about using contrast to gain clarity about who you are and what you want, I observed that there is a continuum anchored by fear at one end and love at the other. This fear-versus-love continuum is what lies behind how you behave and gives the possibility of two broad personal operating models. One operating model is based on love and trust and the other is based on fear and anxiety. Each one affects your behavior in different ways. Your perspective—how you view the world, your place in the world, and your role in the world is created by how you think about things. And the operating model that you choose—living in love or living in fear—is what determines the way you think. The way you think creates your attitude and how you behave. Your perspective is more about how you see the way the world works, how much you trust people, how much you play as a team player versus as a competitor wanting to conquer others.

So what attitudes do you develop when you choose love as your operating model? Living from a sense of love is, by definition, living always with a sense of appreciation for everything that exists. Appreciation is easy when you encounter a good thing, when something is interesting, or when something that you can learn from sparks your interest. It’s more difficult to appreciate an experience that you say is bad, whether it’s a contrasting experience or whether it’s just something different that you don’t understand. All experiences are here to help you, to help you get clear about what you want, and to learn from.

In the context of work, if you live in an attitude of love and abundance, then you don’t believe you have to hurt or demoralize others to win and be successful yourself. You believe you can be a good guy and also win. You live with a healthy need for raising the bar for yourself and others and expect continuous improvement in yourself and others while also respecting human flaws and learning from your and others’ mistakes. You work well both alone and with others, you are curious and creative, you are always interested in pursuing your passions, and you respect others who are better than you in some areas or all areas and use them as motivation for improvement. You also help others who are trying to improve themselves.

If you live in an attitude of fear, however, you believe that everyone is out for themselves. You are afraid that there is not enough in the world and you must fight with others for a share of the pie. When your operating model is fear, your resulting attitude will, in fact, deliver what you expect. There will always be someone better than you at something you care about. There will always be others who prove you wrong on something you firmly believe and try to show you why you are wrong. When you live in a world of lack, fear, and competition, the world shows itself to you in this way because you act in ways that make people distrust you and either avoid you or worse try to embarrass you. Who wants to work with someone who always needs to be right, who puts others down, or who refuses to help others? Who would help someone who was not interested in learning or improving and who would cheat to win? If you have encountered people who fit this description, don’t hate them. Be sympathetic and compassionate, as they are living in their own self-created hell.

Both operating models—love or fear—drive how one thing leads to another. Let’s think about what each of those looks like. Let’s start with the fear model. Suppose the new head of the department you work in comes in and begins a highly visible initiative that has big goals and is a bit challenging. In the process of introducing the project and the plan, he completely ignores the team’s current working model and the business processes that keep the ship rolling. He is the expert and comes in ready to break things, give orders, and tell others how to do their jobs. You see him as a know-it-all who does not care about the team or success and label him ego-driven. You see all his push-back on the team’s ideas as a sign that it is his way or the highway. You are operating from fear, and because of that you approach the situation by giving up and just going along, even if that means the project will fail with his plan. You may assume that he does not care about success or the outcome and just move out of his way. Worst case, you don’t engage or do the work he has asked for, and go to your manager to get reassigned. Either way it is a lose-lose situation.

Now let’s turn this situation around. Operating from love, you would not make assumptions about his goals, attitude, or ego. You also may understand that he has no awareness of the impact he is having on the team and does not yet understand the business processes. You engage him privately, ask him what his goals are, ask him why he is driving so hard, and find out if he realizes that there are things he is not listening to that could help him be more successful and make the project a success much faster. You ask questions to learn what he believes needs to change and why. With answers to those questions, you understand why he was being so prescriptive on changes to the business. By operating with respect and love for your new colleague, you give yourself and him a chance to work together with mutual goals and succeed. By not immediately judging his actions and not making assumptions before investigating what is going on, you put yourself and him in a place where you can build a relationship that works and helps make the team a success. Through working together, asking the right questions, and getting you both in a place of better understanding, you build a colleague and friend for life while making the right changes to the business to reach its stated goals. Events driven by the fear operating model usually end up in disaster. Events driven by the love operating model usually end up in a much better place.

Let’s look at another scenario. Let’s say you walk into a meeting with someone several levels above you, and you are there to present a solution to a well-known problem she is having with her sales tools. When you get to the meeting, she is distracted, only gives you 10 minutes from the 30 you requested, and you leave having accomplished nothing. If you are operating from fear, you may think you did a lousy job communicating or that she does not care about the problem you are going after, so you give up and just let it die. You have an image of this leader now as someone who is aloof and unfriendly, and don’t want to go there again. The next time your manager asks you to meet with this same leader again to get sign off on the project, your heart starts racing in fear of failure and not wanting to work for someone like that.

If you were operating from love in this same situation, you may have stopped in the middle of the conversation you were having and asked her if something was wrong or if this was a bad time for her. In doing so you may have learned that she was having family problems and was preoccupied to the point where no topic would have captured her attention that day. You would have empathy for her and her situation and would have rescheduled the appointment to a time when you could both be attentive and productive. Your relationship with her would be strong because you showed interest in her as a human being and a willingness to come back later. You would not have assumed your presentation or project was misguided or not appreciated. It’s amazing how things look when you take time to ask what is wrong, how can I help, or is this a bad time for you. Everyone has good days and bad days, and it is important to recognize the humanness in everyone and pay attention to your colleagues’ personal situations.

Operating from a particular model really changes the way you think, feel, and act about things. Is your attitude grounded in love or fear? If it is grounded in love, you will strive toward empowerment and everything that supports empowerment. If your attitude is grounded in fear, then you will be trapped in a cycle of victim-hood.

If you give everyone the benefit of the doubt and let things roll off your back, or–even better—seek to understand what is going on, you have better relationships and enjoy your work more. By simply having a little compassion and realizing that not everything coming at you is about you, you give yourself and others space to be human. Many times when people approach you with anger or say something hurtful or critical, they may not have any negative intentions towards you at all. Instead, they may be reacting to something they just experienced a few minutes ago. Everyone has times when they need to blow off steam, and when you get caught in it, just let it roll off you and move on. Allowing someone else’s thoughts, words, or negative thinking get to you is like imprisoning yourself in someone else’s world. You give up control to events and people that randomly come at you. When you are approached by people in a negative mode of operation, be more sympathetic that they may have just gotten some bad news which is making them angry or tense. Don’t let their mood impact you or the work you do with them.


Living with Intention

It’s possible to consciously build a personal operating model, and many of the most successful people in the world have done so. Consciously building a personal operating model is important because, as I pointed out in Chapter 2, if you don’t choose your model, you act from one unconsciously.



Your personal operating model guides how you do what you do. And how you do what you do holds the key to your success. When you choose your personal operating model you determine how you want to hold yourself accountable, who you want to be, how you want to behave, and how you want to show up—in short, your attitude toward work, life, and success. In turn, your attitude determines how far you go in your career, your altitude.

You can use reflection, willpower, and habit to craft an approach to life that is proactive and intentional. The alternative is what most people do: live unconsciously and reactively. I’m not suggesting you control yourself relentlessly every minute of the day, just enough so that you can set your course and reach your goals.

To keep myself on the right track and fully centered, I practice living with intention. I like to prepare for my work day with good thoughts. Some people meditate with good thoughts or visuals to keep them feeling good and grounded. I like to go to sleep thinking about what I am grateful for and wake up thinking about how I want my day to go. I also have a list of good habits for eating, exercising, and thinking that I want to use every day and week to support myself. Actively practicing gratitude, thinking about how you want your day to go, and working on good habits retrains your body and your mind to live your life with intention and with mastering your goals.

I do all kinds of things to keep myself positive. I read news selectively—I don’t focus on the bad news, I skim through it—I read books and articles that motivate me, and I only watch inspiring or upbeat shows on TV (which does not leave me much). I wake up early every day and exercise before I go to work. I use that exercise time to set my intentions for the day and problem-solve issues left from the day before.

Starting your day focused with intentions and ending on a note of gratitude keeps you emotionally grounded. World class athletes use this technique to support their mental training and maintain positive momentum.

Notice that I’m focusing on and doing only a few things here. I’m reminding myself and reflecting about things I am grateful for. I am reminding myself about the habits I want to work on. And I am planning to have a successful and fun day. This is my training program for positive momentum, just like a prize fighter has a training program. Gregory Ciotti, blogger at Sparringmind.com, LinkedIn, and elsewhere, puts it this way: “The first step to getting the things you want is to believe you deserve them. Far from a trivial platitude, this sort of thinking actually closely mirrors what modern psychology depicts in how our beliefs influence our behavior ... the things we want need to be claimed through personal growth. They aren’t a given for anyone. You don’t receive an education. You claim it. You don’t receive athletic success. You claim it. You don’t receive mastery in your work. You claim it.”1


Tame Your Mind, Feed Your Heart

Creating success in your life is not just about controlling your behavior. It’s about controlling your feelings and your mind. Success starts with mind control, or as Daniel Goleman calls it cognitive control: “Cognitive control refers to the abilities to delay gratification in pursuit of your goals, maintaining impulse control, managing upsetting emotions well, holding focus, and possessing a readiness to learn. Grit requires good cognitive control. No wonder this results in financial and personal success.”2



Let me give you an example. I’ve been in the middle of a situation at Cisco in which people who I’m working with have come to me with a proposal to take over my software development team for the business I run. The minute someone wants to take something from you, most people, including me, react by thinking, “Why are they doing this?” Then, you might move on to, “I have more expertise than they have on this product line and we need to get this right. Why would they choose to try to take my stuff from me? Why would they not let me do what I continue to do successfully?” Can you hear the fear talking?

Another way to think about the situation is, “Okay, this organization is asking me for things and has a set of goals. They have some broad things that they are trying to do alongside what I am trying to do, and they can use my help to reach their goals. If I work with them, what might happen?”

I can look at the situation with an attitude that this is a bad decision and they are not letting me be successful—the fear operating model. Or I can look at it with an attitude of love and trust. From a broader perspective, the leadership team at Cisco is coming to me, wanting things that the company needs. If I share what I have with them, the company can explore how and where to leverage the solutions in many areas beyond my business to be successful. My point of view about the situation is a choice of how I want to think about it and what my attitude is going to be. The first view is the attitude of choosing to be a victim. Choosing to think about the broader perspective empowers both me and my colleagues at Cisco.

To get to the right place, simply ask the right questions! Let’s walk through the questions I had to ask myself.

• What are their goals?

• How would this request for my team help Cisco meet its goals?

• How can I help them get there without risk of my own business?

• What is the best plan to reach their goals (1) and without risking my business (3)?

Being asked to turn over my platform development team to another group could be a struggle for me—a moment where the business could be at risk. To navigate through it, I have to go back to my own principles and ask: How do I wish to think about this? How could we make this a win-win—both share what we have and allow us to continue to drive our business and control our destiny? Is this something that truly would benefit the company or the business that I have by creating shared resources and potentially more combined solutions? Is this the right time and how could we do this to make it successful? Having redirected my thoughts helps provide me with a broader view of solutions to the problem instead of a black and white view that looks like a win-lose.

But if I look at the proposal from the side of fear and anxiety, I could lose something I care deeply about. This fear-based view makes me feel extremely nervous about whether the change is going to work for my business. For example, could the change put our customer deployment and ship schedules at risk?

You can see that how I framed the situation—the attitude and position I took—is a choice based on my operating model, the way I think and who I think I am. By not fighting the change but instead working through it productively and logically my leadership team and I were able to look at what was truly the best solution. Developing the scenario from the broadest perspective also allowed us to make a decision based on a set of facts and requirements that led to the right answer. Doing it collectively allowed us to get on the same page, without one of us having an answer that the other did not agree with. In the end, we decided to leave the development team where it is for now, but to keep planning and working together and sharing code. We also agreed to revisit the situation when the product and market are more mature. This turned out to be the win-win.

Which point of view you embrace goes back to whether you work from the core of fear or from the core of love and trust. If you work from a core of fear you expect the worst, are highly suspicious of people’s intentions, and don’t look at why others are trying to do something or what they are trying to get out of what they are doing. An attitude of fear and distrust makes it difficult, if not impossible, to consider whether there is a bigger picture that you need to respond to.

In contrast, an attitude of love and trust enables you to be curious about a bigger picture. Spending time thinking about a bigger picture, talking with others about the bigger picture, or asking them about it could enable you to feel better about what is being asked of you. With an attitude of love and trust and in the context of a bigger picture, you could feel great about giving something away. If you look at things from the right attitude, you can choose to feel energized instead of threatened. Am I looking at this situation from the perspective of love and trust? Or am I looking at it from the perspective of fear and anxiety? This by no means says that you give up on your beliefs or your principals, but it does allow you to be more open and to learn more from others and from going through the process to make the best decision.

It’s natural to feel fear and anxiety, particularly when something unexpected happens. This tendency is part of our survival mechanisms. If you don’t have time to think through an event by getting out of your own shoes into somebody else’s, then sometimes anxiety and fear are your natural first reactions. Taking the time to be curious, inquisitive about the situation or the person you are working with, understanding the motivations that are driving their decisions and behavior, is a large component of emotional intelligence—empathy is a key factor in your success. The discovery process—using questions and investigating motivations and the bigger picture of what is going on at any given time—is a terrific tool to keep you in sync with others and on top of your game. It is critical to use this approach any time you can. You will find it particularly useful anytime you are not getting along with someone, see things differently, or don’t understand your company’s, colleague’s, or leader’s decisions. When someone says to you “get the bigger picture,” or “get the 360 on the situation,” that is what they are talking about.

By using emotional intelligence skills, you can avoid responding with a first reaction that is anxious and fearful. Of course, if your first reaction is positive, you would want to go with it; you can always pull back from a positive response later. But it’s hard to pull back from a negative response. The principle that I try to work with—and I’m not perfect, we all go through our moments—is to be open to new suggestions. I try to ask a lot of questions to fully understand what is being discussed and, if I can’t click in immediately or it still does not make sense, then I tell them I am not yet on-board but am willing to look at it further.

I remember a leadership exercise we did with our senior staff at my last start-up. All the executives were looking at the same picture in the center of the room, but from our own angles. We were asked to tell the coach what we saw. We were in a circle so some folks were behind others, some were on the side, and some were in front. We had at least four different descriptions of what we saw. Some saw an Indian, some saw an old woman, some saw a bird, and some saw a jagged rock. You can look at the same thing as other people but from different angles, and it will look different to each person. This is why it is important to make sure you see things from others’ vantage points—the bigger, 360 picture. The more you investigate the different angles, the better chance you have at getting the best possible outcomes.

Choosing the operating model of love and abundance and always working toward this ideal in the way you think and behave is critical to success. Being connected in the world with a broader perspective than yourself is key.


How Choosing Love Over Fear Supports Altruism and Propels You to the Next Level

People want to work with other people who are giving, loving, sharing, and fun to be around. Think about a place you enjoyed working, a group you enjoyed doing something with, or a fun team you were on. Part of what made the experience enjoyable was the other people. And the reverse is true as well. How people feel when they are around you is important.3



People who are great to work with are upbeat, positive, and always try to look at situations from the least amount of suspicion. This positive attitude doesn’t mean you overlook problems or conflicts—you don’t have to be a Pollyanna. It does mean you have to look at situations from another set of shoes, another person’s perspective, and not just from where you stand. There are always at least two points of view, yours and another person’s. The nature of a situation depends on whose shoes you stand in. Until you’ve actually done a 360 and looked at each point of view, who are you to say what’s best? Until you’ve walked in those shoes, how do you really know? To take the other person’s perspective, you have to move away from your own position, at least a bit. And when you move away from your own position and into the other person’s position, it becomes easier to shift your thinking.

To generate and maintain a positive attitude, I look for ways to feel good about situations. If nothing in the situation immediately presents itself, I find reasons. The art of being happy and the art of success depend on mind control. If you set up a dialogue with yourself that helps you see the benefits in and positive aspects of a situation, and you apply that self-talk consistently even when you get off track, you will develop a positive attitude and generate positive feelings in yourself. When you get off track, and you will, this internal dialogue will help you recover quickly. When you practice mind control, you can maintain a positive attitude even in difficult situations.

I try to practice mind control constantly—a mind is like a wild beast that left untamed can take you to your knees. When I was going through a personal crisis with my husband’s health a few years ago, I needed to watch my emotions and keep myself positive. It was a trying time, and I was uncertain if my husband would get back on his feet again. Every day I would wake up thinking about how wonderful our life had been before the health issue, and I would visualize him back to his old life and our great routines. I would picture us taking our long hikes, going to our favorite places together, and living the life we had before. No one realizes how precious their health is until they lose it. I would think about how grateful I was to still have him in my life and how he would recover from this through keeping positive and the wonders of medicine. The daily reality of his health crisis could only be counteracted with the quest for solutions, finding great doctors, treasuring what we did have together, and any humor we could muster about what we were going through. This positive outlook and ability to persevere was what got me through two of the most challenging years of our lives together. It also allowed me to help him stay positive when he was struggling and feeling unsure about the future. We stayed focused on solutions instead of problems; we celebrated every win, every walk around the block, and were trusting and hopeful of his recovery. Sometimes you just have to have faith that things will work out!

Maintaining a positive attitude has more benefits than simply generating positive feelings inside you. Positive attitudes—really, any attitude or mood—are contagious and rub off on the people around you.4 The explanation for this lies in the brain. Daniel Goleman puts it this way: “A growing body of research on the human brain proves that, for better or worse ... we rely on connections with other people to determine our moods.”5

In addition, when you maintain a positive attitude you’ll attract like-minded people with positive attitudes, people who want to get things done, who are excited about your vision or strategy, or where you’re going. They will want to participate in what you are doing, and work for you or with you. This is why attitude is so important. It literally is the center of the universe for how you behave and how people respond to you.

If everyone were to go to work feeling like I’m going to do everything I can to have a good day, have fun, learn something, and make something meaningful happen, they and you will accomplish a whole lot. Instead, we waste a lot of time worrying, scheming, or trying to protect ourselves. You don’t have to protect yourself a whole lot if you are a smart person with the right attitude. If you encounter manipulative people, you don’t have to engage with them, and you don’t have to be a manipulator yourself. You can bypass them and go to the next thing.

To maintain a positive attitude, it helps to think about the other person: what does this person need from me to reach our shared goals? Not necessarily what do they want from me, but what do they really need from me? The book Leadership and Self-Deception by the Arbinger Institute expresses this concept with great clarity and simplicity. The problems most people have in all aspects of life can be traced back to how we relate to other people and ourselves. In most relationships, particularly in a business organization, each of us has a fairly good sense of what the other person needs. And it’s always possible to ask, if you don’t. In a business the goal is always explicit: to produce results for the company. When we know what someone needs and can help, but we don’t honor that feeling, we make up a story that lets us continue to feel good about ourselves. We deceive ourselves to justify our decision, and we project the story onto the other person. The Arbinger Institute calls this situation being “in the box” relative to the other person. The way to get “out of the box” is by honoring the feeling, seeing the other person as fully human, and helping them get what they need.6

One way to stay focused on the other person is to treat everybody like a customer or a friend. If you assume everyone you encounter to be your friend or your customer, somebody you want to be sure to treat well, what would you do? Another way to focus on the other person is to assume whoever you are engaging with is going to write an article about you right after. How would you act differently? You can try this technique with each person you meet, and if it doesn’t work, then it doesn’t work. There is no downside. You don’t have to invest much time with a person who doesn’t respond well. Instead, invest your time with people who reciprocate and respond to you in the same way.

Generally, people who have a really fabulous attitude tend to attract other people with equally fabulous attitudes. This then allows for success to multiply and expand to create better outcomes for everyone. You notice great teams have this in spades. They are great at sharing and giving of ideas and this makes teams really fly. Living in the operating model of love is not about being selfless, but it is about understanding yourself and others and working from a secure place that allows exploration beyond your own thinking. Because you know your needs and can be clear about them, you can think more about the other person and how to make things work without losing yourself. Essentially, you are saying “yes, and” instead of “no” or “yes, but.” “Yes and” means that you value the other person’s idea and are adding to it. Your main goal is to come up with the best plan by learning from everyone and hearing the possible choices at your disposal. When you have shared goals and you take this approach, everyone involved succeeds. And that’s why it attracts the best ideas and people to come and join you.

Why does the operating mode of love win over fear? In the operating model of love, you are more open and less worried. Your mind will not be overtaxed by thinking about fearful thoughts, and you will not be primed for anxiety. When you’re less occupied with fear and anxiety, you get a creative boost, you generate more ideas, and more of them will be good ones. When you’re operating without fear as your working principle, then more comes to you because you’re open to it.7

Another way to look at this is whether you live intentionally or unconsciously. Will you choose you own approach or simply let your mind and body react to things arbitrarily? I’ve always chosen to live with intention, and it has never failed me.


Taking Flight with Outside-In, Inside-Out Thinking

I’ve talked about looking at situations from another person’s perspective. Thinking from another person’s perspective is “outside-in” thinking. And in earlier chapters I talked about how important it is to know yourself—to understand what you love doing and what your vision is. Knowing yourself is “inside-out” thinking. When you put these two points of view together to develop your interactions with others while managing yourself and who you want to be, the result is almost magical. Great careers are never unintended, they are visualized, planned, and managed. Outside-in, inside-out thinking provides the input.



An outside-in perspective is seeing what’s going on in the market, seeing the needs of other people or businesses, or literally experiencing a need yourself that is unmet. An inside-out perspective is having a feeling of love, passion, and clarity around something that you can personally relate to. The marriage between these two perspectives is critical for success. When you think about choosing your career, making decisions on your business, or starting a new project, you have to do things that are both consistent with your center of gravity and passion and that match the needs of your business or your customer. The magic happens when these two perspectives come together.

A classic business example of the inside-out perspective is Apple. They didn’t ask customers what they needed. Steve Jobs observed what was going on in the technology industry and in design, and then made some critical decisions about what he was going to do with his insights. He didn’t ask a lot of people. He observed and analyzed, and then got a perspective that he was passionate about. Management and strategy consultants talk about that as an inside-out perspective. Note, however, that Jobs spent a lot of time observing customers, understanding what PC users were struggling with, and observing how people did not really connect with what was called a “personal computer.” Ironic, isn’t it, that people did not connect with their personal device? That all changed when Steve started to think about technology as part of the expression of the individual—part of that person’s identity. Although he came up with the ideas, his thinking was based on the instinctive knowledge that people wanted something better, something that looked good in their homes or in their arms, something that was easy to use and was inviting. He rethought the purpose of the PC and other personal devices and came up with a new plan. He also thought through integration of hardware and software to better tune the overall experience.

This is the reality: Every new product, service, or idea is molded through outside-in, inside-out thinking. If you’re meeting a market need it has to be. Ultimately, all work is about serving people’s needs and identifying your purpose in the market. Regardless of whether you ask anybody about a business need, when you observe a need and test it you are taking an outside-in perspective. Your unique approach or vision for addressing that need is the inside-out perspective.

When you have grounded yourself in your own guidance system with a vision about who you are, what you want to do, and how you can uniquely add value to meets others’ needs, you are on to something that can launch a company, a career, or even a new project inside your company. Getting there—getting to a place where you tap into your inner compass or guidance system—requires that you use your natural curiosity and attentiveness to solve problems that need to be solved in the world. Gaining that outside-in, inside-out perspective only comes from freeing your mind of worry and thinking about what could be. For me it helps quite a lot to be connected to a diverse group of people and to stay aware of trends, opportunities, and preferences. I spend 50 percent of my work day collecting ideas and connecting with people, brainstorming with them, and gaining insight that helps me bring value to my company, my industry, and the world at large.

You can see the magic when we bring these insights together. It’s not either your vision or the other person’s need. It’s how this comes together to solve a problem or create a new thing of value.

When I am looking at my next project or next major opportunity, I have to make sure that I’m doing two things. I have to make sure that I’m addressing a genuine need, and I have to make sure that I’m doing something that I can personally connect with and gain energy from. To create anything of value always takes hard work, but the work does not feel hard if you are enjoying the process.

It’s the marriage between the need, your ability to serve that need, and your passion about wanting to serve that need that makes work and a career easy (even when the work is hard) and joyful. What has allowed me to enjoy my work at Cisco is that it brings together these things: helping customers and the Cisco team, staying in the forefront of technology, and leading change in the industry. I get to do all of that at scale, and I make money while I’m at it. It’s a win-win situation for everyone involved, Cisco, the people who work with me, our customers, and the industry.

Creating a win-win is always the goal with launching anything new. Using this inside-out, outside-in thinking to formulate your ideas allows you to identify a customer or business partner who would be interested in what you offer. This is the case whether the situation is developing and selling a product or service, building bridges and connections in the industry, or creating a job you love. This perspective of how to formulate your ideas and find interested parties for your idea allows you to succeed.


The Inside-Out, Outside-In Career Process

My choices and what I thought at the beginning of my work life all relate to inside-out, outside-in thinking. I began developing my inside perspective through the different job experiences I had at the beginning of my work life. I’ve told a lot of the details in earlier chapters, so I’ll just summarize here in a table so you can see how inside-out, outside-in thinking was at work for me. (See Table 7-1.)




[image: Image]

[image: Image]

Table 7-1 Inside-Out, Outside-In Analysis of Early Job Experiences



Although I briefly told part of this story in Chapters 2 and 3, I’ll pick up from when I graduated college so you can get more of an idea of how to apply inside-out, outside-in thinking. After passing on law school, I thought I could capitalize on my retail experience and try on sales. As you know, my first opportunity came in the technology industry. The people who were hiring at that time were technology companies—it was the very beginning for IBM, HP, and so forth. Wang and a few other companies were in the Boston area, and I did my first tech job at Systems Automation, a system integrator that represented many product lines (IBM, HP, and so on).

Through coincidence I met a recruiter over dinner who said, “Hey, you have an interesting background. You’ve got computer science education and business, which is in short supply right now. How about trying on technical sales?” And I said, “Sure. I’ll go talk to them and see what it’s all about.” The company told me about the job: I would learn the products, present them to big potential customers in the New England area, and manage the accounts with a set of sales goals. They also said it paid well and that I could earn as much as I was willing to sell. I explored how it helped people; intuitively, it was very clear how it improved office productivity of employees and business success. In turn, I said that I could sell this computer technology day in, day out. It sounded like a great value proposition to me. I understood the value that they offered, and what I could do to get a quick start at a career, so I took the job. And that’s how I got started in the technology industry.

As I evolved, I realized that I didn’t want to be selling my whole life. The money was great, but as I was selling products I started to think to myself: I can create a better product given the chance. I would like to try that out. I also wanted to build something that was globally relevant. At the same time, I realized that this sales experience had given me a really good chance to figure out what the market looked like and what the market needs were. The idea of using this information to create and build products or a service was appealing, because over time that had become my vision.

So after a couple of years in sales, I pivoted to product management, my next job, which was at Wang. And there I started creating and launching products. At Wang, I did everything involved with product development and loved it. I realized that I love creating products and creating value—these things are at the heart of creating businesses—and getting money for it. I could personally relate to the value proposition—helping people out, helping them be successful, making them more productive in their jobs—because I was using the same equipment (my computer) to do my work every day. Just think about what it was like for everyone, including me, having technology at their fingertips that made them three times more productive and helped them to communicate en masse. I felt passionate about the products I was going to create, and it was easy to be connected and communicate that positive energy to others.

Now almost seven years into my tech career, change was in the wind. Open systems and personal computers were now Microsoft-enabled, and we, Wang, were in for the fight of our lives to stay relevant. Unfortunately, our leadership did not believe in opening up our software to the outside world and generic PCs so they were about to become obsolete. Being a person who knew the trends and saw this coming before it happened, I decided to look at other opportunities that were on the new PC and open systems wave. I had executed one round of layoffs, and I didn’t wait until the second, third, or fourth rounds. I knew that I needed to do something else.

That is when I met my startup Micronics, which was based in California, and I joined them to run the product business and create a way for other companies like Dell and IBM to leverage our technology to create servers and PCs. It matched my need to be where the action was—Silicon Valley—and be on the forefront of market makers at that time creating value and growing the company. It also matched my desire to be in an environment of openness, creativity, diversity, and opportunity, where the only thing that mattered was creating customers, making markets, and executing profitable results.

Once again, I got to this new opportunity by applying an outside-in, inside-out approach to my decision making and thought process. PCs and open servers were in high demand, the market was hungry, customers could not consume enough, and the technology could be made available through my new company to allow many players to be successful in the market. Wang was for sure going to be left behind in this market transition because of its decisions to keep its technology closed, and I was moving on to technology disruption and the next wave of my career.

The inside-out part of my thinking matched the outside-in of what was happening in the industry. I wanted a career change and entry into this hot market that I had experience in from my line-of-business job at Wang. I was open to the move to California because it matched my view of how to innovate and capitalize on technology opportunities. California felt like the place to be if you wanted to be a technology solution provider. I also knew that I had something to offer, and I could be successful given my experiences and my fit with the company’s and industry’s culture. Customers wanted the product, we could enable many companies to supply the product, and the growth trajectory was high.

On the flip side, there were risks. Looking forward, despite our ability to create technology to enable the market, we were a small, unknown company, and we could fail. Looking back, I also realized that the risk of staying in Boston and being left behind by the market transition was even greater than the risk of going out to California and trying to build something new. In the end, it was an easy decision to make, and it turned out to be one of the three best decisions I have ever made.

My thinking process for this decision was simple. I knew that I wanted to use my sales, marketing, and product development experience in a hot market that was taking off. And I knew that I could do that—I had something of value to offer. I was looking at the market and seeing that the heart of the industry was growing in California. Looking inside again I thought, “I’m young in my career, I don’t have kids. I should go to Silicon Valley.”

While working at Wang, I had met a bunch of people from start-ups in Silicon Valley so I started talking with them, telling them I was interested in change. I let them know that I’d like to move to California and work in technology there. I found a job immediately, running a start-up. The rewards were greater than the risks, and the market was right for us to do this and be successful. This start-up, Micronics, was based in northern California, in the heart of Silicon Valley, and I still live there. Just being here has created many other great opportunities, like joining Cisco and being connected to the best of the best in technology. It also turned out that moving here and leaving my family behind in Boston, which originally seemed like a big deal, turned out to be the catalyst for my family to rethink where they wanted to live, and they later joined me here. They wanted to stay close and also saw opportunities for better quality of life—and for my brother, a better career.

The inside-out, outside-in career process is always continuing and is evolutionary by nature. There is no point at which you stop and say: OK, this is my career and that is that! Instead, you have a set of career concepts that you are constantly thinking about and an internal career monitor that is processing all sorts of information about what is exciting to you, how you want to contribute, whether you are working at your full potential or able to leverage your skills where you are, and who you want to work with. This is similar to what people normally do, most of the time unconsciously: constantly looking out, seeing what’s going on, and thinking about how it could affect you.

In addition to making the process conscious, I would add to avoid thinking about negatives. Just think about whether you want to be here or on the next wave. So for the inside part, I keep in touch with what is appealing to me, what I would like to do with an eye toward what will add value, and what is next on the journey, all with an intention of being part of building the next big thing.

For the outside part, I keep my head up and don’t get stuck in a place that looks like it is in a downward spiral. I kept riding the waves as the technology industry built up, changed, and evolved, taking one wave after the other. My philosophy is that it’s always better to be part of building the next wave—riding the top of the crest—than to be underneath the wave crashing in the surf.

The lessons here are consistent with what studies of successful people show. The basic skills are all important: being willing to wait for something better—patience and delay of gratification—and emotional intelligence—including self-monitoring, paying attention to what you’re doing, and paying attention to what’s going on around you, which we now call mindfulness. My successes are not due to something particular about me. I’m doing the same things that all successful people do. These are skills that anyone—everyone—can develop.

I’ll give you another example. About eight years ago, I felt I had done everything I could do at Cisco. I almost left because I wasn’t sure I would find the kind of opportunity I wanted to do next. I struggled with this for a good six months. To get clear about what I wanted and be open to the possibilities, I decided to make a checklist of the things I was super passionate about. Here is what my checklist looked like:

• Make a difference in the industry

• Have a clear, measurable, and recognized impact

• Be able to create new things

• Run a business with CEO scope

• Be globally relevant

• Engage with customers and partners

• Create or transform markets

In short, I wanted a job that allowed me to run a complete business end-to-end. I also thought about the customers I’ve worked with, and realized that in just about any market, I really love working with educators and in a space where I can help people. Educators are really good people to work with, and they are trying to do so much with so little. Doing anything to help people in that market would be a bonus on top of everything else on my checklist. It would be terrific.

I didn’t have a clue—yet—what job was going to get me there. I didn’t immediately see a clear path at Cisco to the work I wanted to do next. But, I was very clear about what I wanted to do. So I started talking to people outside and inside Cisco about what I wanted to do. I talked to many people about many positions during this time to drive clarity of what I wanted and did not want to help me refine my checklist. I also asked lots of questions—what is happening in this market, is the industry changing or stagnant, what are the challenges and what are the trends? What is needed that can help the industry?

After a while, I started to qualify (note the sifting technique) the opportunities I discovered based on what I liked—that is, based on my checklist. Suddenly the right job popped up out of nowhere. Well, it didn’t pop out of nowhere. It popped because I was being clear about what I wanted to do and talking with people about it. Eventually my contacts told me about an opportunity I should look at. A job was not even posted yet, but they knew that something was in motion, and it seemed like something I might really like to do. So I made a call and connected with somebody I liked, who turned out to be my future boss. He was trying to set up a new division in a new area, and it was an instantaneous win-win for both of us.

The key to this type of approach to creating your work is to keep a general view of what you want so that you can feel good about exploring while you are still in another place, a job that is no longer working for you. Keep a mental bucket list of what describes a work situation that you know if you had all these things, this is how great you’d feel. Your job is also to live in that space of knowing what you want and having faith it will come before you get there. I got excited just about the notion that I even knew what I wanted to do and had a direction.

All the best jobs I’ve had didn’t exist before I explored them or approached people with what I wanted to do. I’ve been at Cisco for 19 years, and I’ve had 4 careers in this one company. When I joined Cisco in 1996, I took a job simply for the purpose of being on a leading edge wave of the Internet and learning about the company. Any job that was in the ballpark would have been good at that point because I wanted to work at Cisco. This first job was in sales and at the director level, running channels. In 1996, I was the first female executive who had been hired in an area outside of human resources, finance, or administrative jobs. I liked that job and did some good work in it, but I knew I could find something even better that would really leverage my skills.

I wanted to create things that others wanted to sell and customers wanted to buy. So I started looking around to see what the company was doing, and from talking to people and keeping my head up I stumbled upon the fact that the company was doing some pretty interesting things with its IT organization. It was creating Internet-based solutions that had never been created before in the industry, and Cisco was doing this for itself, like creating e-commerce. This was around 1998, and Cisco had been one of the few players who had actually executed e-commerce in their business to serve their customers.

The web had been born just five years earlier, and there were no real applications until the late 1990s. Cisco had all of this great thinking about doing business with their customers through the Internet, and had created all of these great applications to make it possible. Even though we didn’t create applications to sell, we sold Internet infrastructure, and I thought it was a great story to be able to tell our customers. I also thought that if we could construct some best practices and solutions around these applications, people could work with them or buy them and it would promote the value of the network itself. Cisco would rise in our customers’ eyes and become relevant to their business by helping the business connect with their customers and suppliers in a meaningful way.

I was aware of the maturity model of companies—I had experienced that at Wang. When I joined Cisco, it could not make enough product to supply its customers. We were growing like crazy, and orders were falling off the fax machine—I had never seen anything in my life like this before, but I knew eventually it would be more like other mature businesses. Eventually we would have to work at being relevant to sell product. Because I was coming from sales into thinking about this new opportunity, I knew all too well how hard it is to sell something after the market matures and customers have built out their first foundation of the network. Having a solutions model that I could offer customers that created a need for integrated and open networks was my plan. Thankfully John Chambers and Pete Solvik were on the same wavelength, and they were also thinking about the same opportunity.

Cisco executives recognized that this was a great opportunity for us to keep the market growing and have new conversations with customers who would then reinvest in their networks. So I was getting in front of this next market transition and getting ready for that moment. I was thinking, boy if I can leverage this asset—these e-commerce applications—get people connected to the story, get partners in the consulting business to create services on this, it would be pretty powerful, and Cisco would be known for this—its secret sauce for creating value within the network.

So that’s what we did. We created something called the Internet Services Solutions Group, and it became Cisco’s first consulting group within the company. Over a six-year period I built the solutions, the practices, its partnerships with leading players, and made it global. It was a fabulous success because it made Cisco relevant to many different industries and buyers. And we did this just in the nick of time, because our core business did start slowing down. We actually had to start doing something different to get the kind of sales we wanted because our customers had already done the basic level of connectivity.

Although it was a really great job, eventually I outlived my usefulness because it had hit its peak and was now on auto-pilot. I had been through the best part of the Internet Services Solutions Group, so I decided it was time to get back into the company’s core business. I started to plan for my next move at Cisco and create yet another career.

I wanted to create products again, so I got back into the technical areas of products and marketing for a while. I got the chance to start new markets for the company in integrated services and created a new capability within Cisco called portfolio management. This is a kind of product marketing role, and once again I was creating a job for myself in a new area.

Cisco is a great place that has enabled me to grow, expand my knowledge and skills, and create a successful career. Although Cisco provided the opportunities, I made them real through evolution and future thinking. The best jobs come through this exploratory process. They are what you create yourself, rather than what is already posted on job boards. Almost every job that I’ve gone into I’ve changed immediately upon entry, and I’ve made it into what I want to do and what creates the most value for the company and our customers.


How to Create Your Dream Job

During a presentation at the Technology Services Industry Association (TSIA) conference, I told a group of executives about my secrets to success. I started with the top 10 success factors for executives, as I have studied this for many years, and I included stories from my own experience as well as what I have heard from Tony Blair, Bill Clinton, Madeleine Albright, and many others. I told the group that I never got my jobs from job postings, and that I had a habit of creating my own job. I outlined how I have interviewed with companies that I want to work for, gotten in, and crafted my own job based on solving the problems the company needs to solve. Before moving to the next topic, I paused and noticed that everyone in the room was looking at me like I had two heads.



As I continued with my presentation, the audience looked surprised and astounded. Finally, someone asked, “Have you ever gone to somebody with a proposal and the people have said ‘no’?” I answered, “no,” and everyone cracked up. But it is true. No one has ever said “no” to one of my well-formulated business plans. Why?

Every time I have proposed a new business or initiative that I ended up leading, it has been a well thought-out, well communicated proposal to the right people. I treated it like I was going to get venture capital money. I have a business plan, scenarios, my value proposition, financials, projections of results, all detailed for multiple years, in a formal plan. And that’s how I created organizations and jobs for myself every time. The other key thing, of course, is to show results. If you build up your brand as a person who gets the job done and has great ideas that prove to pan out, then you can pretty much use your earned trust with people—that if they trust you to get it done, they won’t be disappointed. Earning your keep is important if you want to drive your career and have unlimited opportunities.

To create a job, first and foremost, you need to be clear on what you want to do and what type of company and culture you want to work within. Second, after you’ve decided on the company, do your homework on what you would like to do for them and be as specific as you can. Find people who work there, get their input on which organizations are growing and leading in the company, and see if there is a way you can get introduced into that part of the company.

If I am interviewing in a new company, I can do one of two things. First find out what they want to do, and then come in with a plan on how to get there. Alternatively, come in with a set of proof points on why you can build a great plan for them on any topic and then ask lots of smart questions about the things that are not in their earning statements that they would like to accomplish or the challenges they face that need a great team to tackle. From there you can make a few suggestions on how you would approach it and test out some ideas. I also encourage people to be flexible on the role, but be clear on the value you want to create and where you want to play. Having a series of ideas of how I could help a company, group, or division is crucial to finding the right spot.

After you are in a job in your chosen company that fits pretty well, the next stage is to re-craft that job to make it perfect for you and the company. You have to start with something you can add value in and can be successful at. But, if you are like me, after you’ve mastered the basics you may want to take on more responsibility, continue to evolve your career, and build out that role until you have exceeded all possible areas of potential.

With each career move, I followed the same process. It begins with exploring your inner desires for the work you want to do and combining that with what is happening in the world, an industry, or a cause that creates opportunities for a new approach or a new solution. When you have this, you can begin your search with absolute clarity to find the best match, whether that is inside of an organization/company or in something you create on your own.

To summarize, I write a checklist that includes:

• What is happening in the market or within the company that could create new opportunities?

• What are the company’s priorities? What are mine?

• Are there problems I can solve or new markets I can address?

• How do these trends map to my interests and strengths?

• What am I willing to learn or try with a new position?

• What is the best role for me that leverages my experience and strengths?

• What solutions should I pursue to go after these new opportunities?

Getting grounded in what was going on with trends and customers on the outside, I:

• Talked about my ideas with other people and built my plan.

• Listened carefully to what others had to say, to the feedback, and incorporated that into my thinking.

• Found or created opportunities that did not exist when I first began exploring.

The keys to success with this process have been staying in tune with myself (inside), constantly monitoring my environment both within my company and in the industry (outside), and exploring ideas with others (inside and outside). I also understand that work is about what I need and what the company needs at this moment. Focusing on the right problem that a company truly has the appetite to solve is critical. When you craft your own job, the company has to know that you have thought through an issue needing to be addressed because their customers or their investors expect them to be there.

Why is building your own job role important? Every executive and manager in a company is looking for a good plan to solve a problem that needs to be solved. Any idea that helps a company be competitive, strong, leading edge, innovative, and that promotes profitable growth is almost a sure bet for a start-up proposal. Crafting your own job is always about solving a problem for where a company is going versus where it’s been, being on the front end of the curve.

If you’re thinking, “This seems like a lot of work. I’m not sure I want to work that hard just to get a job,” stop and think again. Yes, it is a lot of work, but if you want to find something you enjoy that you can be successful at, better to invest early rather than suffer later in the wrong job. Now, imagine waking up every morning for forty or fifty years and commuting during rush hour to spend eight hours working at just a job. That is a real sad place to be and it will feel like torture. Every success means hard work, but if you are enjoying what you do it does not feel like hard work. You will feel motivated to do what you need to do to be magnificent.


8. Myths and Murders: Getting Past Roadblocks and Barriers

If you want something different, do something different.

Martha Soehren

When I talk with people about designing their own jobs, moving up by building a foundation of success and directing their careers, I often get blank stares. And when I talk about how I’ve shaped my jobs and roles at Cisco and in other organizations, I get that you’ve-got-two-heads look or, worse, a look of skeptical disbelief. I hear people say things like, “I can’t get that job because I don’t have direct experience in this area.” Or “I didn’t get the job because they didn’t know me or my track record. They probably hired someone they already knew anyway—a friend or someone they have worked with forever.” Others say, “I wish I could network like you do, but I know they’re never going to give me a chance.” Still others say, “I blew it. I failed in getting this done the first time and I will never get the chance to do anything important again.”

With every one of these thoughts, people are making one of two fundamental mistakes. They think either that they have no control over what is happening in their lives or that they have complete control over everything that happens around them. Both ideas are myths, and they will put you in a bind in your career and life. One key to getting out of this bind is knowing how much you control—how much of your life and your responses to life you can control—and what you can’t control. The other key is knowing what is about you and what is not about you. Last but not least, knowing how to be resilient when something does not work and learning how to get it right the second time!

Because it is critically important to control what you can control (the right answer is yourself, by the way) and tune yourself to sensing others’ perspectives so that you can impact the outcome, I spend a good amount of time on this topic in this chapter.

Most people live in their own cocoons. They tend to focus most on what’s going on in their own heads from their own point of view, and they think less often about the other person. In this age of popular culture, selfies, and “it’s all about me” thinking, you can see why there are so many disconnects between what people want and what they get from focusing only on themselves. This is another facet of The Arbinger Institute’s “being in the box” concept.1 We walk through life thinking things like: “Why did he do that to me?” “Why did she say that to me?” “What was he thinking?” Or, worse, “What were they thinking?” The truth is, he or she wasn’t thinking about you at all. They were just thinking, “I have to get this done. I’m trying to make this happen fast. I have a deadline.” And under it all, “I don’t have time to be concerned about other people.”

Most of the time it takes effort to think about how we are affecting others in the present moment, and many things get in the way of taking the other person’s perspective. We’re too pressed for time or too distracted. It’s the rare person who reflects much about what is going on around them in the moment. As a consequence, much of what goes on around you is not about you.

Look again at some of the things people say when they aren’t satisfied with their jobs or careers, or when they’ve actually failed. One thing these statements have in common is that success and failure are in someone else’s control, not the person speaking or thinking. But the more you put your success or failure on somebody else, the more you essentially say you’re not going to be accountable for what happens in your career or life. If believing extremes about who is in control is the myth, not holding yourself accountable is the murder.

Myths and murders is about holding yourself accountable to what’s going on in any situation. It’s never the case that you can’t do something because of some other person. There are always ways to get things done. Part of having and executing your plan is using self-discipline to keep yourself from thinking that success or failure is about the other guy, because it’s not. Who are you accountable to? You are, at the end of the day, accountable to yourself.


It’s Not About You

Your success or failure depends on seeing what you are doing and how you are approaching a situation. Are you approaching it in a way that you can get what you need out of it? Most people take the same approach with everything. At the heart of the matter, they don’t try to understand what the other person wants or needs. But thinking about the other guy, factoring in the other person, is a much-prized skill in the business world. It often means the difference between overall success and something less than success—not quite failure, but also not quite achieving what you could.



For example, at some point you are going to have people who are not going to want to do things your way or who are not going to be on board with what you are doing. Do you choose to look at that person as a barrier? There are at least two other options. You could figure out how to help them get a win-win out of the situation. Or if you don’t need to work with them, you could work around them. Sometimes you can get someone on board by collaborating with them. Other times, the answer is to spend time understanding enough about their concerns to learn something. You’re always going to learn something through discussing and doing your best to address someone’s concerns. And then even after you’ve come to understand someone’s concerns, there are times when you just still have to do your project the way you planned to, which is okay too. All of these options are choices about what you do and how you do it. It’s never in the other guy’s control.

Always understand and keep in mind that most things are not about you. People coming into any situation have their own perspective and self-interest. They are not likely to understand where you’re coming from at that moment unless you have already explained it. So don’t make your failure about what somebody else did to you. There will be many times when things don’t go your way, where you are not getting the support you need, where the solution you created does not work, or where people are not aligned with your strategy. Sometimes it is as simple as bad timing. Maybe you had a great idea, but brought it to the wrong person or at a time when it would get no one’s attention because other, bigger things are going on. The trick is to learn why your idea is not working or why it failed. Always ask: What failed? What did I do? Do I not understand the problem well enough? Did I misunderstand that person’s priorities or the company’s priorities? Did I go to the wrong person?

Being successful in life or work means taking chances and occasionally failing. If you are building something brand new or are in research, sales, or sports, then you are probably failing a lot. Don’t fear failure, and don’t blame it on others. Embrace it. Find the root cause and what you have control over to change, and then make the required adjustment.


Obstacles

A few things lie behind most obstacles to success. One is the kind of error in thinking that we just talked about—failing to understand. Another is failing to keep in mind that there is a human being on the other side of every interaction, whether it is in a business situation or a general life situation. Liz Ryan, CEO and founder of Human Workplace and a prominent thought leader, tells a story about squeezing in a meeting with an insistent networker during a very busy time in her life. Liz agreed to the meeting only because the woman said she was starting a new business and was desperate for Liz’s advice. As it turned out, the woman didn’t want Liz’s advice; she wanted Liz to write an article about her new business.2 In telling a lie to get the meeting, the woman was treating Liz like a resource to use rather than a human being. Needless to say, Liz didn’t write an article about the woman’s business. Instead she included her story in a blog post on LinkedIn about how not to network.



When we think about obstacles to success—whether we’re talking about a job, a short-term piece of work, a long-term project, whatever—we think in terms of can’t or impossible, something that halts all progress permanently. For example, Liz Ryan’s desperate networker said, “I thought if I told you I wanted you to write about me you might not have coffee with me.”3 But obstacles are things to be overcome, not things that stop you. There are almost always things you can do (I would leave lying out of the playbook) when you think you’ve run into an obstacle.

What are some common obstacles? Not targeting the right executive for a presentation or plan. Not targeting the right customer. Not doing the homework to support your proposal or making the wrong assumptions because you didn’t do the research. Not getting the timing right on when to strike or go to market, and so on.

I can’t tell you how many times people have come to me with ideas that are completely mismatched with the company’s goals or the market trend in front of us. Mismatches like these are caused by not doing your homework or not realizing you have the right idea but for five years ago. These situations might end up being failures that you learn from and use to launch another effort.

Other failures are easy to fix. If you test a concept with the wrong kind of customer, find the right kind of customer and make sure the market has a lot of these types of customers before you move forward.

Not getting promoted is a common obstacle. Sometimes it is about the company at the moment and its opportunities for growth given the market. Sometimes it is because management has not seen you behave in a way that suggests you can do the job you want or are up to the challenge. Many times it is because you are not in the right job that warrants the promotion. In this case the best thing you can do is focus on what you can control: be patient and show up every day like you already have the promotion. I have used this strategy a couple of times. I just assumed the role, did the job, and waited for the acknowledgment that ultimately comes when you are doing the work. Again, the way to handle the obstacle is to learn from it.


The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly of Mental Habits

People form many habits over the course of their lives. Some work for them, some against them. Some habits get in the way of doing high quality work, making good decisions, facilitating teamwork, or achieving success in a career. You can adjust habits that don’t work for you by first recognizing them and then replacing them with better habits.




Procrastination

Many of us lead busy lives, and we tend to do the things that are routine for us and don’t create a change in our daily cycle of living. We are by nature creatures of habit, so when we adopt a habit, it is hard to let it go. Adopting new habits or injecting change in the routine can absolutely freak people out.



This tendency to avoid change and avoid adopting new habits fuels the action that most often gets in the way of getting things done: procrastination. I know many people who put off as long as possible any new thing that they have to inject into their day to get a job done. They even procrastinate to the point that it creates a crisis.

So how do you handle this all-time favorite habit? The trick is to plan to do any new things as early in the day as possible when your willpower, stamina, and creativity are best, well before you wear yourself out. The other thing to do is to dive in early and find others who can help guide you if it is something you have never done before. If you can create a goal for yourself that you look forward to achieving during the process, rather than at the end, it also gets you going. For example, I was working on a major change to pricing in our portfolio, and I really felt anxiety over it because announcing price increases in my business is difficult. When I looked at what we could achieve to fund another major project from the price increase, it motivated me (the carrot) to get this done sooner rather than later. Doing difficult things sometimes requires you to create a motivation factor, or “carrot” to get yourself going.


Avoiding Negative Thoughts by Being Busy

Another common bad habit is to be busy just for the sake of being busy. People would rather do something painful or simply vegetate in front of a TV rather than spend time alone planning thoughtfully about the day, an event, or a career. A recent study showed that people would rather be shocked by electricity than be alone in a room with just their thoughts.4 (I guess that explains the whole texting thing.) The main reason people don’t like to be alone without something to do is that our minds, left uncontrolled, can turn to our worst fears, doubts, and negative thoughts. People remember events in their lives that have the most emotional impact, and we tend to spend about 70 percent of our thoughts on what is wrong, what someone did to us, what we screwed up, or what is coming at us that we don’t want.5



In the mind, your perception is your reality, so if your thoughts about something are negative, your experience of it will be negative. The result is a narrow frame of mind that consists of fear, anxiety, or expectations of a bad outcome. The worst habit you can have is to allow yourself the negative spiral of emotions that drives fearful decisions and behavior, and that zap your creativity.

Overcoming the mental habit of creating negative thoughts lies in your ability to choose love as your operating model—remember the love versus fear continuum—and then discipline your mind to think about the things that feel good. Because negative emotions can drive bad behavior or freeze you into a bad position, you want to create a new habit of good thoughts to counter this negative spiral and create a mental position of strength and opportunity instead.

I have learned from experience to always seek a positive view of whatever is going on and seek goodness in everything. This perspective—this operating model—allows me to create the best outcomes and avoid overreacting to obstacles that may appear to be in the way at the moment. Be a problem solver, not a problem creator, in your life and with others. Train your mind to think about the best and what can be, and turn off the fear response that is inherent in our survival instincts. If you can train your mind to do this, it will serve you well. This does not mean avoiding things that are problems, but just thinking about things differently and finding a way to make peace by focusing on the right solution.

Focusing on the best outlook and the best possible outcome as you set expectations in your life impacts your work and your relationships, and has a profound effect on what you invite into your life. In my experience, you attract what you pay attention to, so pay attention to what you want rather than to what you do not want. The tendency to think of negative things makes it more likely that you will focus on risks and makes it more difficult to see opportunities. You’ll be more likely to notice and remember a frown than a smile. And if you find being alone with your thoughts uncomfortable, you’re unlikely to reflect much about what’s going on around you. Without reflection, you might have a hard time understanding what behaviors produce negative reactions and what behaviors produce positive reactions. Combine these challenges with living life at the speed of the Internet, and you can see the potential for trouble.


Judging

Another bad and pervasive habit is the thought that we can somehow feel better by judging other people. I don’t know where we learn this. Although you have to have good judgment in your decision-making about things you control, judging other people for the sake of judging them and making yourself feel better is not useful or productive. It only creates barriers between you and them. People know it when you judge them, whether or not you’ve said anything. They feel the way that you act towards them, which can come across as unfriendly, dismissive, or combative. (Remember, it’s easier to notice and remember negatives.) And that triggers negative responses from them.



Don’t confuse judging other people with saying what is right and a good match for you. There is a difference between asking “what do I need?” and “who do I think is best to work with on this?” and judging others. Considering what you need and whether the value exchange between you and another person makes sense is part of taking care of yourself—part of your operating model based on love, which applies to you first. The good feelings you get when you’re working well with someone let you know that you created a good match. It doesn’t mean that person is any better than any other person—that’s judging others. It only means that person happens to be best for that moment in that specific transaction in the type of work you’re trying to do. You don’t need to judge others to assess a situation, use all your senses to get a feel for what is right, and analyze and evaluate what is going on.

When we use judgment to make others inferior and ourselves superior, we get into trouble. For example, if I am trying to get someone on board with a solution or business plan and they are not immediately connecting with it, I can react differently based on whether and how I judge them and the situation. One possible response is to consider whether I stepped them through the ideas well enough for them to understand. With this perspective, I would check in about what they understand and backtrack a bit to explain better. Or I could judge them. I could assume that they are not smart enough to understand or decide that it is their problem that they don’t understand. When I judge them negatively, I lose the opportunity to get them on board—forever. Which scenario do you think would deliver the best results?

As an example, a group of people and my team have been working to align our systems strategy so that we can together provide more value. We have had several meetings, but for some reason they were not moving towards alignment. When we started to ask questions, we learned that they did not have the same goals as us nor the same problem statement in mind. A lack of shared goals and different problem statements created a disconnect between the teams and, after it was resolved, allowed us to move forward. Had we assumed they just “did not get it,” we would have missed the opportunity to get a joint winning strategy.

Instead of jumping to judgment, understand what behaviors cause negative reactions versus positive reactions. Then be disciplined in how you think about things. Work at thinking from a positive mindset rather than a negative mindset, and keeping your life, work, and career on track will become easier.


Blaming

When something goes wrong in a situation or conversation, it seems as if the first thing people do is look around for someone to blame. We may not understand the situation or the people involved, but we want to know who is responsible, and we don’t want it to be us. It’s a common pattern we get in the habit of to make ourselves feel better. But that’s not the best way to think.



Early in my career, I remember someone telling me about the three stages of failure: first denial, second blame or find the culprit, and third throw them to the lions. The person telling me the story was trying to showcase the worst behavior in leadership in a funny way. This, of course, is no way to deal with failure.

Instead the stages should be: inquire to understand the root cause, fix, learn, and do better next time. The antidote to blaming others is to put the accountability back on yourself. In any situation unless we seek to understand, we may never know why we failed or why something failed. In attempting to blame others, we lose an opportunity to learn.

When a problem occurs—say, teamwork on a large project falls apart—I see many people complain about it, play the victim role that someone did this to them, point fingers, and place blame and judgment on someone rather than figure out a path forward. This is time-consuming and sucks the energy out of the person doing it or anyone working with folks who are doing it.

Many areas in business are what I would call gray matter, where a decision can land in many directions and still not be a bad decision. It depends on the goals at the time, the people observing or making the decision and what they are observing, and current circumstances. If someone made a different decision than what you wanted or does not value what you value, it does not make them inferior, evil, or out to get you or anyone else.

There’s another cost to blaming. Remember, what you think about drives your actions. If you are thinking that someone you work with is judging you or has it in for you, then you will interpret everything they do or say to you as negative. You will treat them with suspicion and contempt, and this will cause you to overreact to them. In the end, you will create just what you are fearful of: a bad working relationship that will be difficult to repair.

We can even turn the blaming and judgment habits against ourselves. Failure is a learning moment. But how many times do you have those “ugh” feelings of “I don’t want to fail,” “I don’t want to embarrass myself.” Or “What did I do here?” “How could I have been so stupid?” I know how often I have those feelings. Everyone has those self-deprecating moments, where you just want to crawl under a rock, and we have them over stupid, little things. For me the best antidote for this is humor.

Although it is difficult because negatives stand out so much, it’s important to learn how to laugh at yourself and not take yourself too seriously in those learning moments. Recognize what you learn from the process, and then go forward. Life is not about being perfect. It’s about learning, trying new things and sometimes failing, sometimes exceeding, learning through that process, and moving forward. Just as important, extend that same generosity of spirit to your teammates.

Focus on yourself—what you control, what you want, and how you can make everyday decisions to get yourself to where you want to be. Getting the life you want and being in an environment you want is about your daily choices, your daily habits that either support your goals or work against them. Most people don’t understand how much of their lives are absolutely in their control. They tend to attribute good things to luck, just being there, or knowing someone. The reality is that success in life is more about having a goal or passion for something, creating plans, and mastering a set of techniques that will bring you to where you want to be. If you focus more on yourself and on what you need to do versus what other guys are doing to mess you up, you will build good habits, discipline, and mastery to create anything that you want in life.


Problem Fighter or Problem Solver

People tend to push or fight against things they don’t want—rules, procedures, meetings, change, you name it. But fighting against things only causes them to become bigger. The more friction you put on something, the squeakier and worse it gets. Problems don’t get better because you push against them or fight them.



The only way to solve a problem is to step back, understand what went wrong or the nature of the problem, and come up with a solution. Spend only enough time to understand the problem, and then focus on the solution.

Sometimes you can’t solve a problem in the moment. To loosen the mental logjam, take a break while keeping in your mind a desire for a better outcome or solution. Sometimes problems are solved when the situation changes a bit. As an action-oriented person and a problem solver, I have had to train myself to step back and allow space before I or another team member can solve a problem. This is difficult to master and I am still working on it, but I can attest to the fact that this approach accelerates the happy factor at work.

In any event, find a way to move forward or onward to something else and not carry the excess baggage of blame, disappointment, or anger. Blameful thoughts, anger, or any kind of negative baggage is not helpful. It makes you feel bad, it makes the people around you feel bad, and it doesn’t help improve difficult situations. On top of all that, it gets in the way of finding or creating solutions to problems.


Disengaged or Just in the Wrong Job?

If you’re watching the clock, you’re probably not in the right line of business. Anybody who actually understands how many hours they work and is counting those hours doesn’t have the right attitude and approach to their work.



If you feel disconnected from your work—for example, you’re frustrated, you get angry all the time, you’re not feeling engaged with your work, you’re not motivated—then you have to rethink your job. You need to consider where you should be and what will put you in a better state of connectedness to who you are and who you want to be.

These feelings and emotions—frustration, anger, irritation, boredom, a lack of motivation—are signals to do something different. They are also signals to move you to change your mindset. The feelings will resolve when you commit to doing something, whether that is working on improving your job, getting yourself into a more suitable position, finding ways to appreciate your job, or developing a positive outlook.

Engagement with your work comes from doing work that you find meaningful and that enables you to express a purpose that you value. Coming back full circle to Chapters 1 and 2, engagement, like happiness, occurs in moments and has more to do with your outlook on life than your circumstances.

Although it takes work, you can be in a job you don’t love and still have a great attitude. You might say, “I’m here now, but I’m only here now. I know I’m going to change this situation. For now, I am going to learn everything I can learn about this job and love the learning experience in the meantime, until I get to that other, better place.” The key is to find ways to make peace with your current situation and try to create purpose and meaning in what you are doing. When you work with purpose—even if it is something like earning money so you can do volunteer work for a cause you believe in—you can be engaged with your work, even when you know you’re going to make a change. Being engaged depends more on having the right attitude than the perfect job.

The wrong attitude gets you nowhere. It won’t get you to the next new job. A poor or bad attitude shows up in your interviews for a new job. It’s important that you choose your state of mind all the time, regardless of the circumstances. This is the central point of mental discipline.


Being Miserable in Your Job

Suppose you’re in a job that you don’t particularly love. It’s a secure job and pays well, but it’s not perfect for you—many of us have been there. You’re not enjoying yourself, so you develop a bad attitude towards it. With a bad attitude, you don’t just dread going to work, you also waste the time you spend there by separating yourself from others, or, worse, causing a bad environment for your boss and your teammates. Industry leaders refer to the poor attitudes and behavior of disconnected employees as a cancer in the organization because it destroys the organizational team.



Some people disconnect themselves from the situation and just get through the day—they disappear. But other people actively express dislike for their current job. They spew negative information about the job, the company, their peers, and their boss to just about anyone they meet. These same people make enemies with the people around them, which means they are not going to get an opportunity for another job in that company. They spiral down and self-destruct. I’ve had some odd experiences in interviews where people have trashed their current job and company. No boss in their right mind would want to hire someone with such a terrible state of mind.

A better way to deal with the temporary situation of being in the wrong company or job is to shift your mindset so that you don’t feel trapped. And that means thinking about what you appreciate in your life, even what you appreciate about the current job you have. For example, your current job—the job you think makes you miserable—might be giving you money, might be convenient for commuting, or might make it possible to balance your life. What will help you most when you’re in a job that you don’t like is finding anything you can appreciate about it while you work to change it. That does not mean that you stay in that job forever, quite the contrary.

A necessary first step toward change is to adjust your attitude so that you can, in fact, create a better job or environment. If you can first change how you think about your current job, you can then get clear about what you like and don’t like. With that information and a positive attitude, you can look for solutions to make the current job work for you while you create a new opportunity. There are always small things that you can acknowledge and appreciate about where you are. Or you can focus on and appreciate the fact that you are going somewhere else, if that’s the right answer.

Instead of thinking about how much you dislike your job, you could focus on any of the following thoughts:

• I may not like specific things about this job, but it could give me contacts. I could ask around, get to know other leaders in other departments, and see if there is a project I can contribute toward that gives me new skills or contacts. These new skills and contacts can lead me to something else I am not yet aware of. If I take these actions, they could develop into a path to something else that I would rather do.

• I appreciate that this job is paying the bills for all the things I need to do. I know that money is coming in every day in exchange for the work I do. I don’t have to be here forever. I just have to be here long enough to get to the next thing. This pattern of thoughts keeps you from getting desperate or running from the current lousy job to another lousy job. Instead, you will be able to run to a great job.

• What are other ways I can use this job to make a bridge to the next thing? The path to the next step sometimes is two steps away, so use this time to start looking at routes that have proximity to where you want to go.

Getting the right attitude about your job—knowing that you need to change and being okay with the fact that you will be there for a short period before you can get to the next better thing—is how you keep a good attitude instead of spiraling down and self-destructing. It is also how successful people operate and create new opportunities for themselves.

To stay on course with your vision and plan, always find something you can appreciate or leverage in your current situation. Some people call this living in the moment. Others talk about being happy in the meantime. You may not be in a perfect place now, but if you’ve done your work you’ve got plans for something better. In the meantime, you are going to appreciate and make the most of the experience and develop relationships around you in that place, relationships that could be useful elsewhere.

One thing you need to think about is that every situation is a bridge to somewhere else. Learn how to create or discover advantage in every situation, and don’t waste your life feeling sorry for yourself or feeling angry or disappointed. Also understand that change can sometimes feel uncomfortable—particularly because there are unknowns. Learn to trust yourself and your ability to handle what comes your way. And don’t let fear of failure or feelings of uncertainty imprison you in life. Instead move forward and don’t look back.


Self-Destructive Spirals

For the 19 years I’ve been at Cisco, I’ve played a leadership role, and from time to time—like all leaders—I’ve seen folks who self-destruct when they are in a bad job situation. These are folks who can’t get along with their boss or their peers, blame others for everything bad that happens to them, and, don’t hold themselves accountable for how they ended up in such a bad place to begin with. There are different ways of approaching a bad situation and some people choose to become victims. They pronounce themselves a victim of a bad boss, lousy coworkers, or a corrupt company. In doing so, they choose the path of spiraling down. They become a detractor to the organization and a cancer within the organization, and some managers and coworkers want to get them out as soon as they can. After, it’s hard for them to find another job because they’ve ruined their reputation.



Although it’s challenging, you can always recover from a self-destructive spiral. You recover by recognizing the role your reactions and responses to your circumstances play in what happens next in your life. When you move forward to a new job in a new organization, you don’t take the bad habits with you, and when people ask you about that experience, you behave honestly. Your best response to questions is, “Yes, I screwed up. I should have done this, that, and the other thing. But I’ve learned from the experience. I’ve learned many lessons—one of them is to find things to appreciate in my life.”

Why is emphasizing that you have learned to appreciate your life so important? People—whether managers or coworkers—want to be around people who can appreciate, who are not just about themselves, who are also about the company and their peers, and who are not willing to take down a whole organization just because they are not happy in the moment. The big picture of working in a company is being a team player, even if you’re the manager. Part of the foundation of being a team player is appreciating what you have. A job—even a company—may be 50 percent of what you don’t want and you may need to change that to get where you do want to be, but appreciating the other half is critical to keeping the kind of attitude that is going to enable you to move forward.

Managers at all levels of a company and fellow employees know that a positive attitude is a necessary component of high performance and success. Every day can bring problems, moments of failure, and issues to be resolved. A positive attitude is what enables people to overcome these obstacles. Think about a sales position. A well-known statistic is that a sales person needs to make 10 attempts in order to make one sale. If you don’t have a positive attitude, how will you persist through those 9 rejections to get the 1 sale? A company will fail without that sale and many more like it, and your managers and coworkers know that. Although this example is about sales, the point is true for any job in any company. A copywriter might need to draft 25 headlines before writing the one that will go viral. An athlete might participate in more than 100 tournaments before winning one.

To succeed at anything, you have to stay positive and keep your momentum positive in any moment that you have. We all have breakdowns and failures. We all have times when we just want to crawl under the couch. The key is how fast can you get up, how fast can you get yourself back into positive momentum, and get yourself moving in the direction you need to be going. That’s always the key, whether you are talking about an hour of work or years of a career.


Fear, Uncertainty, and Doubt

Over the past decade, changes in all facets of industry have been occurring at a faster and faster pace. That pace of change does not look like it is going to slow down any time soon. The good news is that change creates new opportunities. The bad news is that change is, well, change. People often greet change by worrying that they are going to be outmoded, outsourced, or removed from their jobs in some other way. You can worry that you are losing relevancy, that you are in a job that is part of the past versus part of the future. What do you do about it?



Feelings of fear, uncertainty, and doubt signal a bigger problem. Generally, when people are feeling fearful and insecure—and, at the same, time kind of stuck—it’s because they haven’t done one critical thing. That critical thing is always evolving forward and staying on the front of where a company or industry is going. One of the things that’s been a lifeline for me in my work roles is to always be in front of change that is going on within the organization or industry. That’s a critical survival tactic, and you need to use it proactively, before you get in trouble or are about to be displaced, outmoded, or outsourced. Fear and uncertainty come from feeling that you are stuck in a position that may go away or change, and you are no longer going to be a good fit for it.

To stay in front of change, look for signs of change in your company and its direction and for signs of change in where your job needs to be compared to where it is now. Then start proactively getting in front of it. I can’t tell you how many times I have been appointed the leader of an organization because I recognized that change needed to happen and I had a clear viewpoint of what that change needed to be and when it needed to be. To counteract fear, be proactive about change.

Consider the relationship between the present and the future for a minute. What you do right now—what you think, what you say, any actions you take—create, at least in part, your future. For example, if you read an article about changes coming in your industry and then take a course or get a certification in an area related to those changes, your future will turn out one way. If you don’t read the article or don’t take the course, your future will turn out a different way.

When you see change or feel uncertainty and fear, you need to figure out what’s changing, figure out what you need to do keep pace with that change, and come up with a plan around that. If you don’t have all the answers yourself, get together with a group of smart, like-minded people and discuss how to build a plan. You don’t have to figure out everything on your own. You can talk to people about your ideas and ask them about theirs until you get some traction.

Sometimes my best plans come out of not just my own thoughts but also what I observe, what I read about, and what I hear from other people. So I take ideas, start to socialize them, build on them, and get more information. Sooner or later I come up with a plan through connecting with like-minded people and through leading the ideation process. Eventually, we come up with a plan that identifies a destination point and figure out the value of that destination. This plan doesn’t have to be a 40-page business plan. It can be a simple three-slide or five-slide document that says these are the major trends that are happening outside in the market, this is what I think they are going to mean to us, this is the approach I would like to take, and these are the benefits. That’s really all you have to describe.

A lot of people don’t take this proactive approach to change, and that’s how they end up in danger of becoming obsolete. Many people try to duck change or avoid it at all costs. But change is the one thing about the future that you can count on, and the reality is that change is like the sea. The waves keep rolling in until one rolls over you. It’s much better to float on top, surf, and ride the biggest waves to shore. Getting on top of the big wave gives you the best view and the best results. If you are not even aware that the wave is coming, you’re going to get crushed. To get on that big wave, stay in tune with what’s going on around you, keep apprised of your circumstances and your environment, watch the trends, and use that information to position yourself to add value to the company, business, or industry that you are in.

When you use these strategies to evolve in your career, you need to make sure your expectations are in line with realities in your organization. For example, when you have come up with a plan to keep pace with or get in front of change, are leading the effort, and not just talking to people about it—that is, really leading it, getting to the right, senior people, so they know you are leading it—they may put somebody in charge of the project, over you, who has more experience. But most of the time you will get a chance to be involved in a meaningful way. Sometimes you’re not the best person to lead the overall project, sometimes you are. You’re not going to go from a front-line employee or junior manager to a vice president overnight. You need to work your way up. But you will get a chance to play a meaningful role that could expand your horizons.

Be aware that if you come from a mode of fear and uncertainty, you’re going to get what you expect. You are going to portray fear and uncertainty in everything you say and do. The idea is to be the inspiration point for the project and, regardless of what happens in the process, you will be brought along. If you are the inspiration point for it, people will want to have you in the game. But if you are constantly worried about somebody stealing your idea and taking credit for it (and you get pissed off about that), you’re not going to get very far. One of the things I have learned in my career is that if you have a great idea and you can articulate it and make it viral so that it is at the top of everyone’s mind, then you have graduated to inspirational leadership. If that has happened, be proud of what you have accomplished and how powerful that is, because if you can practice inspirational leadership with all your great ideas, you can move mountains. There is nothing more powerful than influence. It drives the world and how we gravitate to trends, topics, or solutions.

The trick to getting the role you want out of a great idea is to be intentioned about the plan and what role you are going to play in it. If you are not intentioned enough about it, don’t spell out the plan to people, and tell them what you want to do as a part of it, your project can get away from you. People look for leadership. They look for somebody not just with an idea, but with an idea, a path, and a desire to lead. Remember, you are claiming this as an area where you can add a lot of value. It doesn’t mean you’ll always get the top spot—that depends on where you are in your career and what is needed for the project. But you’ll certainly get a meaningful role. When you are the inspiration for a project, are out in front leading it, and plant the flag, somebody at the executive level will say you have to come along.

Remember, your goal is to keep evolving and to be intentional about the future of your career. To do that you need to be curious and aware of what’s going on around you in your company and in any industry that you plan on working in. I read 30 to 35 books a year, and I read every major business and technology journal with an interesting article to keep me sharp and in front of trends. Keeping informed is essential to staying on top. It’s also good to hang around with smart people; it motivates you to stay sharp so you can stay in the conversation with them. Play with players you want to be like. They inspire you and drive you to be better. I play tennis and golf, and every time I play with great players I up my own game. It is motivating to see how the best do what they do. Look at what they are doing and how they are doing it, and try it on for size. It is almost like being your own mentor and is a great way to learn!

A good model for this strategy already exists: continuing education in the medical field. Hold yourself accountable for keeping your knowledge up-to-date the same way doctors and other medical professionals do. To keep their licenses, they need to take a certain number of continuing education hours every year. They take courses, workshops, read, attend conferences, and so on. Every professional needs to take the same approach. You should do this for the sake of being intelligent about your company and the industry you are in, to know about where things are going, and to watch out for new ideas and trends. Most importantly, know what your company’s customers want, what its competitors are doing, and what the possible disruptors are.


External Limitations: Mailroom Syndrome

Suppose you’re at the beginning of your career—say, you’re working at a Starbucks while you attend a community college or online program. Does that mean you’re stuck as a cashier until someone higher up notices you or until you finish your degree? No way. You can use the strategies we’ve been talking about or similar tactics to move forward.



You can observe trends while in any job or position in a company. If you are in sales or customer support you will be on the front line observing how customers respond to your offer. This is a great point of view to have and can lead you to understand the markets and what is trending.

There used to be an expression “start in the mailroom,” and you can get access to many people and many entry points into interesting jobs at the company. Today the comparable job might be an administrator or an intern, because the mailroom has mostly become automated and virtual. Most business use email these days versus snail mail, but you get the idea. Use whatever vantage point you have as the entry point to generate new ideas. As leaders, we are always interested in a new perspective from a fresh new person coming into an organization so don’t be afraid to share your ideas with your boss or coworkers who can help you do something with it.

Also know when you come in with an idea to make it specific, make it relevant to an organizational priority, and have a call to action to execute the idea. As I said before, the person with the idea usually gets to plan a role for themselves in the execution, so go for it!

There are many stories (see Table 8-1) about people who started out in sales, administration, or even the mailroom or a comparable position and went on to become the talent scout, the editor-in-chief, the president, CEO, or founder, and so on. Starting from the bottom is how some people learn a business and work their way into other jobs. They’re looking at the trends in their target business and connecting with people working in that industry, not trying to optimize the mailroom experience. In fact, if the mailroom is not already obsolete, given current trends in the digital world, it is very close. It’s a good thing that summer internships can serve the same purpose.
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Table 8-1 Look Who Started Out in the Mailroom



For people who continually reinvent themselves and see themselves as in control of their destiny, starting out at the bottom, getting experience, glass ceilings, dealing with bias, or experiencing failure is motivation along the journey—the learning opportunities, the staircase to where they want to go. If you have the right attitude, are willing to be creative, and are willing to learn throughout the entire process, obstacles are only lessons in disguise. You must use these lessons to motivate yourself to keep trying, persevere, and keep focused on reaching your destination.


Feeling Trapped

You might be wondering “What if I feel trapped in my job or my life?” Well, you may feel trapped, but you are not really trapped.



Many people rise above poverty and get an education beyond high school. There are programs for smart, ambitious people to help them get out of dire circumstances, get an education, and come out the other side.6 Oprah Winfrey did this. To some extent, I did this. The vast majority of people I meet and talk with aren’t from rich families. In fact, a significant number of today’s successful leaders came out of nothing. Different from the industrial era when your family wealth determined your access to resources and the probability of success, today’s generation of successful people come from all walks of life. The majority of the people we admire had to overcome obstacles from as early as their childhood. Some were poor and from uneducated families, many came from single-parent families where there was an early loss of a parent. In other words, many of today’s leaders were kids who grew up in less desirable situations and just decided to apply themselves, like Michael Ohr. Anybody who has a vision, has some discipline, and is willing to take action can achieve and succeed.

Another misconception is that there is limited wealth and opportunity in the world. Nothing could be further from the truth. That one person strikes it rich or is successful with something does not take away from someone else’s opportunity. It is incredibly important to seek out other successful people and take note of what they do to achieve their success. There is no room for jealousy or petty emotions when you decide to take control of your life.


Working with Intention

We are moving toward a technology-enabled world in which the Internet and knowledge become great equalizers. Every company will be a technology company, even if their main business is retail, car rentals, services, or car design, production, and manufacturing. The good news is that these technology-enabled jobs are creative, interesting, and high-paying. The key is to focus on the ones that will be around for a while.



Another way to look at it is that you don’t have to work in a tech company to be a leader in the next wave of business innovation, the Internet of Everything (IoE). Many people focus almost too much on what tech companies (Cisco, Google, Apple, and so on) are doing to innovate in the world. Real value comes when key industries like health care, education, financial services, and consumer goods start reinventing themselves through technology to raise the bar for themselves and the goods and services they offer to all of us, government, and the larger business community.

The Internet of Everything is a concept that says in the future everything and everyone on the planet will be connected to the Internet. People will be able to connect to all sorts of things, gather new data, and automate and make decisions with lightning speed. The beauty of this is that with a constant stream of relevant, consumable, and actionable information flowing to them, companies can actually anticipate what customers want before they even know exactly what they want. This will produce new solutions to today’s problems in healthcare, education, manufacturing, energy, and transportation that we can only imagine today.

Farmers will be able to track every stage of their crops and pick at optimum times for the market while keeping track of what is in demand. Likewise, food supplies will become connected to transportation and local markets to get the food to the right place at the right time, limiting waste and optimizing profits. Consumer goods companies will be able to sell their goods from any train station, street corner, print ad, or mobile phone by simply coding every item and using mobile devices to scan the object, giving the consumer immediate access to purchase the item online.

Services like transportation, hotel accommodation, education, and medical care are increasingly being virtualized so that we get access to all kinds of shared resources in an instant and at lower costs through a mobile device, artificial intelligence, telepresence, or local robot. New solutions are popping up every day to grant ubiquitous access to great services beamed in from another location. If this sounds like the Jetsons or Star Trek, you are right. But you would also be right that this is here today.

There is a whole world of yet-to-be imagined solutions to today’s problems through IoE. We can all participate and contribute to this big universal play about to happen in the market. We project that there will be millions of new jobs and trillions of dollars of revenue, greater productivity, and new value gained through the IoE by 2020. Anyone with a willingness to learn, create, and contribute is invited to play! Look creatively at your role in this great revolution—look at the potential jobs, new start-ups, and ideas, and launch a fantastic career. If you want more information, visit the Cisco IoT Talent Consortium website or google IoT.

Successful people take control of their lives. They are doing something different than people who aren’t succeeding, and what they are doing is grabbing the ball and running with it. They choose to be active, not passive, and they choose not to be victims. They choose to make effective decisions and thoughtful choices, and they choose to learn from mistakes.

If you behave in wonderful ways—if you are positive, straightforward, doing things for the right reason, and truly caring about others along the way and showing it—you can get just about anything done because people are going to want to help you. No one is going to want to stand in your way.

And if you’re in a place where your work is not working out, you can revisit and rethink the situation. Maybe you need to say to yourself, “This isn’t the right place for me, and I’m going to look for new opportunities.” I’ve been in uncomfortable spots at Cisco, and at some point I’m sure I will come to a spot when it is time to leave.

The reality is that with the right attitude and belief in yourself you can make something out of every place you are. This entails finding ways to feel grateful and good about where you are because that drives your mental capacity and your ability to create, be motivated, and persevere. Keeping this healthy attitude gets you through anything.

In a large organization, if you have the right mindset and are willing to move yourself forward, there is always a good place for most people. The beauty of a large organization is that you can have a career that spans many jobs within the same company. People join large companies so they can learn, grow, and try different things.

In a smaller company there may be fewer roles to choose from. But the upside is you get to do a lot more in a single role, which can give you a broad experience to leverage. Either way, you can make anything work for you if you simply try and keep trying.

Along the way, don’t forget to use the inside-out, outside-in approach to keep yourself grounded in who you are and what you love, and mapped to relevant trends or needs in the company and industry. Don’t choose jobs for promotions. Choose jobs because you can relate to them and add value. If you relate and add value really well, you can grow those jobs into the next big thing.

Show up every day as you want to be. Learn, improve, and adjust, and success will come. Take gradual steps and then build on them, because success breeds more success. Build your own momentum with the tide; it carries you farther than you can travel on your own.

If you want to be successful, be it today. Show the world what you can do and how you add value. Be intentional about what you are here to do, and hold yourself accountable to that vision.


9. Planning and Making Choices

The master in the art of living makes little distinction between his work and his play, his labor and his leisure, his mind and his body, his education and his recreation, his love and his religion. He hardly knows which is which. He simply pursues his vision of excellence at whatever he does, leaving others to decide whether he is working or playing. To him he is always doing both.

Lawrence Pearsall Jacks

Life is all about finding the right flow and balance in everyday decisions. We each have many different things we do in our lives, but we compartmentalize them. Work is a big chunk of life, but so are your other interests, taking care of yourself, and taking care of all the things that support you—eating, sleeping, exercising, and so on. Family is a significant part of life, whether or not you are married or partnered, whether or not you have children. Most people have family connections—and friends who are as significant as family—that are important and provide you with the support you need to do everything else.

We are used to thinking about work as something we do after we wake up, have driven someplace, and then are putting in 8-plus hours. During the late 1970s through early 1980s, before the days of laptops, the Internet, mobile devices, and social media, work was fairly contained to what was done at the office and within the 8 to 10 hours our parents spent there. Now life and work are a lot more demanding, and the expectation is that you can blend all of it and make it work by planning and executing carefully to get the job done and still keep yourself whole as a family or living an engaging life.

Life today is much different than for our parents. We don’t have these fixed work or personal compartments of time. You can be working early in the morning or late through the night, and you can blend life or family events into your work day. It is important to be able to do all of this in order to live up to expectations at work, at home, and with your community. Some people refer to this as integrating life and work to achieve some balance. I like to think of it as blending the two worlds in a way that is compatible with the way I want to live. It is a very personal thing and very subject to your own lifestyle and work.

The idea of compartmentalizing work and play is still a good idea if you can achieve it. But for many of us who have intense careers and really love what we do, compartmentalizing does not take into account that most creative ideas about work happen outside of work time when you are relaxed and not thinking about a problem. Some of my best ideas come during down time. They simply pop into my head when I am least attached to the problem and most relaxed. Blending my work and play time allows this to happen and also allows me to capture and build on the ideas before I forget them.

Because the majority of women and men now share parenting and financial roles, and many families have two-career parents, it is critical to master this new way of life-work blending or integration. Our worlds are now interwoven, and we are always being stress tested with never-ending action lists and people poaching on our precious time. I love David Grady’s TED talk about how the workplace can sometimes feel like never-ending, unproductive meetings (https://www.ted.com/talks/david_grady_how_to_save_the_world_or_at_least_yourself_from_bad_meetings?language=en).1 It is up to us to organize, plan, and say no to keep requests for our time from hurting our ability to be successful or, worse, challenging our integrity when we try to do many things badly.

We also have to be mindful of what we carry along with us from one part of our life to another. Carrying a failed work meeting into a teacher-parent meeting, letting a bad result from a project ruin a first date, or letting a small family situation distract when closing a big deal are good examples of the challenge. None of us want to be mowed over from a series of or even a single negative event, or, worse, let it build momentum that can take us down.

So what is the formula for blending your work and life and being able to say no without getting in trouble? Having a blended work-life that works for you in your specific personal situation requires great planning, great partnerships, and great self-control over what you commit to and how events take over your life. There will always be little surprises that throw you off track (some good and productive and some less good and unproductive). We need to become masters of our own time and our impact in the world.

When work is going well for you—the day is flowing easily, ideas are coming all the time, and things are getting done—it all feels effortless. Usually this occurs because of good planning, staying in front of your projects, and keeping connected to your stakeholders (including your boss), employees, and peers at work. When things go off the rails at work, it can be frustrating, tedious, and sometimes overwhelming. These are the days you wish you stayed in bed.

If you are used to compartmentalizing your work and your life and now you find yourself merging lanes and blending your work and life, welcome to the always on world of work in a new digital society!


Planning for Balance

From a self-empowered point of view, work can be something that you enjoy, something that brings you satisfaction and a sense of purpose, meaning, and accomplishment. Work can feel invigorating and life-giving when you are in a creative mode and start to see the power of your gifts in action. And this opens the door to reframing the situation. You can blend work and life to create more happy moments, more joy, and more meaning in the midst of all the stuff that can feel like time sinkholes. For me, that would be food shopping, laundry, reorganizing closets, and long commutes. As you blend more of your work and life together it becomes essential for you to achieve a balance, keep grounded in your personal values, and not allow work or personal problems to take control over your life.



How do you do the balancing act? How do you get your balance in the first place? Philosophers, famous people, and not so famous people have thought about these questions for centuries. And they point to one insight: Behind every success in life lies a good plan and a mission.

It might sound counter-intuitive, but a good plan for success starts with yourself. You need to put yourself first before you can do any good for your business or your family. Being healthy, happy, and centered is what allows you to do all the things that matter to you in life, whether it is achieving great work or building great relationships and family. The plan for balance starts with putting yourself first, understanding your priorities, and not trying to take on everything at once. Remember airline safety instructions? They tell you in case of an emergency, put on your own oxygen mask first, and then you can help others. This is, in essence, how you need to think about taking care of yourself every day. You can’t help others or be good at anything if you are not taking care of yourself, which is your main job.

The most effective way I have found to establish balance is to treat life and work like an on-going project that has resources that need to come in and tasks that need to happen at different times. And just as with any big project, there are must-haves and nice-to-haves, some things depend on other things happening first, and there is a critical path that everything else depends on. If you’re familiar with big projects, you also know that stuff is going to happen when you least expect it and when it is least convenient. It might be something unexpected with work or something on a personal level. Whatever its source and regardless of the situation, you can be sure you will have surprises that you need to deal with swiftly and successfully. Murphy’s Law: If something can go wrong, it will.

Project managers have secret weapons for dealing with surprises: organization and plans. If you have a project plan, you can deal with interruptions and surprises—whatever they are, whether it’s something good or just something you need to take care of—and then go back to your project in an organized fashion. When you have a plan, you can keep yourself on track because you’ve done up-front thinking about the possibilities and you have an understanding of what your priorities are and what you need to do for yourself, for your family, and in the workplace. Having a plan is critical for keeping yourself organized daily and weekly, even as long as a couple of years. James Altucher, who has mastered the art of landing on your feet after failure, reminds us that the saying “a bad plan is better than no plan” applies to life as much as chess.2

If organization and a plan are the secret weapons, discipline is the energy that fuels them. With discipline you know when to say no and how to say it, or when to delay things that don’t need to happen right now. Sometimes we tend to do the things that we want to do, the easy, fun things, instead of getting some of the necessary up-front work done to make the rest of the journey more successful.

Successful people possess a determination to succeed in addition to enough self-discipline or self-control to keep themselves focused and on track. Disciplined thinking and action on your plan, instead of allowing random things to take over your day, are absolutely essential to reach your goals. Walter Mischel’s famous research programs on attributes of successful people demonstrate how important self-control, particularly the ability to delay gratification, is for achieving more in your life. (See Chapter 2 for a few details and also Mischel’s book The Marshmallow Test: Understanding Self-Control and How to Master It, in which he integrates his research findings with contemporary neuroscience and the work of colleagues such as Carol Dweck.3) People who have trained themselves to think about the bigger, longer-term picture and to set big goals are more likely to achieve them than people who take shorter-term views and opt for immediate rewards.

Being able to do what you need to do now on the path to getting something greater in the future is a good example of how discipline and determination enable you to do bigger, bolder things with your life.


A Case in Point

I’ll give you an example. One of my team members is creating a software product line for me. She feels comfortable with and knows exactly how to do parts of the work. Those tasks come naturally to her, so she’s always on top of them and manages them with absolute precision. But in her role of producing a product line, she has to do more than create the product. She has to line up all the necessary pieces to make the product line successful.



Before you even begin to create the product, there’s an intensive period of information gathering, analysis, synthesis, and other work you need to do. For example, you need to develop answers to detailed questions about potential customers; the market; competitors; how, when, where, and why people will use the product; value; pricing; expectations; return on investment; brand preferences and branding; sales channels; how scaling will work; how sales professionals and partners will be paid; and more. This list is only a beginning. She has to consider many more issues to get all her ducks in a sequence that allows the work to flow the way it needs to for the product line to be successful. For our purposes, which is showing how planning can help you start balancing, we’ll call this initial period the research and planning phase.

There is a lot to keep track of when you are in this early phase of execution. A common tool that organized people use to help them manage their actions is the checklist. People in all walks of life—not just product-line leaders and career-oriented people—use checklists to keep themselves on track with their goals and to avoid having to memorize all that they need to do. One thing that makes checklists particularly useful is being selective about what goes on the list. Research shows that productive and successful people consistently use checklists, whether they work in medicine or business, are homemakers, or are simply retired and wanting to make the most of their day.4

The trick to doing what you need to do at the most effective time is making sure you can complete everything on your checklist. Some activities on a checklist need to occur in sequence, but many activities need to start simultaneously in order to make a big project like product-line development work. If she just does all of one thing and waits until she’s finished that one thing to do something else, then she will by definition delay her success enormously, perhaps even circumvent her success. For her, in this role, success means having the discipline to say we’re only going to do this much so far with the product. We’re going to put some things off for the next release or even the release after that. To succeed, she has to understand the priorities and what needs to come in what sequence. She needs to lay that out in a plan and stay organized and disciplined with that plan. And she needs to keep herself and her team accountable to that plan. All of these are equally true in your life.

With a plan, she can maintain some balance. She can organize activities together that make sense to do together, she can recruit people to help her, and she can include her personal life and activities into that plan to ensure she never gets too off balance.

If she did not have a plan several things would happen. First she would not know what each task took in terms of timing or sequence. She would also not know if she had all issues in product development and go-to-market covered. She would not be able to recruit help or manage her team to outcomes and deliverables. She would not be able to reliably be there for her family because chaos would be a daily factor in her life. When you don’t manage work flows and timing of tasks in your day—in weeks and months, for that matter—you end up doing a shotgun approach, working in crisis mode, and pulling all-nighters. That surely delivers an unsatisfactory work-life balance and can create lots of tension at home as well as stress in life.

Even with a plan and self-discipline, carrying out a major product/service launch can be very challenging. It also has great rewards, including success, learning new skills, and building a new career or direction. I can tell you from experience these rewards make it all worthwhile. Taking on a big, new project that you have never done before gives you the ability to build new work and career muscles and build confidence with those new muscles, and it gives you the belief you can do even more. You will need to do the best research, planning, and discipline that you can muster, but all this effort can be a great ride and a tremendous way to learn. If you are in business or creating a business, your success depends on mastering planning and being disciplined.

It’s easy to see how important planning is at work, especially when you’re in charge of a product, a department, or a division. Planning is equally important if your job is at an entry level. It can mean the difference between doing a good job and taking your career to the next level or not. And when you don’t have a plan in your personal life or a plan for your career, you are more at the mercy of chance events.


How Planning for Balance Works on the Personal Side

My software leader needs to use preliminary research and product development milestones to build a project plan that enables her, her team, and the surrounding support system in marketing and sales to stay on track over the year and successfully bring the new product line to market.



To realize her personal goals, she needs to build important events from her personal life into her plan and enlist her family, friends, and even neighbors as part of her personal team. If she teams up with her husband, her children, and her community support system, she’ll be better able to meet their needs and her own needs. So, she’ll negotiate and set up plans for routines like school pickup, meals, and laundry, and for special events like recitals and birthdays. She’ll build time into the schedule for healthy habits like exercise and eating well, and lunches or other social time with team members, mentors, and advisors. She’ll even think ahead to the last mile of product launch to make sure she has the energy she needs to go the distance.


To Plan or Not to Plan

Planning enables you to focus on the right things at the right time. As William Arruda, personal branding pioneer, writing on Forbes.com, says, “We measure our success on the busyness scale when in fact we should be evaluating our progress on the activities that will make the biggest impact on our goals. Corporate culture might reward ‘looking busy,’ but true corporate success is the result of focused effort in pursuit of long-term goals.”5 We might talk about how busy we are, even complain that we don’t have the time to learn a new language, take a course to improve skills, or look for a new opportunity that would move our career to the next level, but this is usually evidence that we’re not focusing on the right things. If you want to focus on the right things, you need to plan and you need to pay attention—that is, track—what you’re doing. Case study after case study of successful people shows that planning is a key element of their success.6



Planning enables you to understand the impact of priorities on sequence. This allows you to answer key questions like what’s the right thing to do at the right time, what obstacles might come up, and what can I do about the obstacles?

To see the right thing to do at the right time, you need to see the whole picture to begin with. When I began working on this book with my writer, I quickly learned that I really need to see what each chapter is going to do in order to write at all. I can’t write one section at a time. I have to have a concept of the whole book and each chapter; I have to have a clear idea of where I’m going. Otherwise it’s hard for me to dig into each one of those chapters and give the writer the material she needs to make the partnership work. In fact, this is how I work naturally. I have to have the whole picture and then dig in.

But some people dig in without or before seeing the whole picture. Digging into that first thing helps them build momentum for the work over time.

There’s a problem with digging in before you see the whole picture and with managing your life that way: you don’t see what’s ahead of you. And because you don’t see what’s ahead of you, you could be doing the wrong thing—or at least not the best thing—in any given moment. Or you could be putting yourself in a situation of constant crisis. When you don’t look at the whole picture, you don’t lay out your time in a way that is sequentially disciplined to the tasks that need to be done when they need to be done to make the work and life flow well.

I have a friend, Sanjay, who was living his life on the edge. His family situation was challenged with financial problems. In a last ditch effort to redeem himself, he laid it all on the line on a solution for designing software. He threw every nickel he had into creating this before doing the research on competition, markets, and customers. He ignored his family while he was starting up the business, assuming that if he could get the business up and successful it would relieve pressure from his family.

Had he done his homework on the business and asked more questions before he executed his solution he would have known that large competitors existed, had been there for a while, and the amount of investment needed to be successful and differentiated was much larger than he could handle himself. Had he asked his family what they wanted and needed, he would have put far more time aside for them and their needs. He spent so much time creating this software, which never materialized in the market, that he let his marriage and family fall into chaos, and he lost the business and his marriage in the process. This is a classic case of someone’s life getting overwhelmed with bad choices and out of balance because of poor planning, poor research, and reactive decision making.

This kind of scenario can play out in your career and the rest of your life. Perhaps you took the best job you could find at the beginning of your work life, but did not consider whether it would lead in a direction you wanted to pursue. Or perhaps you had a plan for your career and followed it, but didn’t think about how other important aspects of your life fit into the picture. In the 1980s and 1990s, many women who had developed a certain amount of professional success discovered they wanted a family as well, only to figure out that having a child late in life was extremely difficult for them. Life can creep up on you if you are not paying attention to the passing of time.

Just as there are many good reasons to pause, reflect about the possibilities, and plan, many people have reasons—or maybe excuses—for not planning. The chief reason people give for not planning is that it takes the spontaneity out of life. But like most things, planning versus spontaneity is not an either-or proposition. You can have spontaneity within the structure of a plan. It might sound counter intuitive, but if you plan for spontaneity you are more likely to have it and enjoy it. Research shows that when people plan their weekend or other free time, they are more likely to do activities that they enjoy.7 More planning means more time for happy moments.

Now, consider Murphy’s Law again: if anything can go wrong, it will. Even if you have the best, most complete plan, stuff happens in life. So you need to leave room in your plan—gap time—for crises, interesting events, and even distractions. The administrative staff of a doctor’s office always sets aside time for emergencies or sick patients. You put gap time into your day to deal with the natural overflow that you’re going to have every day in your life. With gap time, you are better able to respond to events that pop up out of the blue—a rush request from another department, miscalculating how long a task will take, a concert or performance that you really want to see, helping a friend get through a crisis, a disruptive weather event, and so on.

Planning depends on self-management and the ability to anticipate events. When you are invested in your career, this is critical. If you can’t anticipate at work, you’ll have a hard time being successful at anything. I have seen many incredibly bright people who can’t lay out what they need to do between now and six months from now—never mind a year or more. You have to be able to think: If I have this initiative or this work that I have to do that is due a year from now, what step needs to come first? And how do I lay out a project scope that allows me to be successful and make sure I get the right things coming at the right time? That thought process is classic project management. You have to think of your life that way. You have to apply this to your life in general in addition to your work, because work and life are now blended together. But we usually don’t think about applying project management techniques—like gap time—to our lives in general.


Blending Your Life and Experiences: An Older Lifestyle

The idea that work and life are blended together isn’t something new. Blending work and life is how things worked for most of history, except for a relatively brief period in the twentieth century. Think about how people lived before the industrial revolution. Most people lived in small communities or on farms. Our early society was entrepreneurial. Most people were, in fact, the boss of themselves. Everyone in the family contributed to supporting the life of the family as soon as they were able. You and your neighbors might have built your home. You raised or grew your own food, and made sure you had enough to set aside to sell. You raised sheep for the wool, made your own clothes, and set something aside to sell. You sold the extra for money, which you then used to buy only the things that you could not make yourself.8



We are moving toward a style of life and work that is more similar to that pre-industrial revolution past than it is to the way people have been living more recently. A greater proportion of the workforce is working independent of permanent employment within a company. Even within companies, work is more fluid and flexible so that people might work part of a week or day in one location and the other part from home or a favorite hang-out spot.

You might be able to do eight or more hours of intellectual work in a day, but you have to make time for other things. And more and more research is showing that it probably isn’t wise to push the limits of sitting in one place doing intellectual work. It is more effective to intersperse breaks and work, and it is healthier too. When people change their activities throughout the day, they are more productive and more creative. And when you match the kind of work you do with how your energy level changes throughout the day, the result is even more productivity and creativity.9

Knowing all this, you can lay out a plan and pace yourself so that you end up some place other than crisis mode. Simple checklists or project management tools, like a Gantt chart, can help you create the structure and organization that makes this integrated work-and-life style work for you. To begin, though, and for most people, simple is best.

Structure involves setting aside some time every week to review what you accomplished the previous week and set goals for the next week. You can do this review and planning session once a month and once a year as well. Leo Babauta, writer of the blog Zen Habits and author of the best-selling book The Power of Less, says that the first thing he does every morning (after drinking a glass of water) is create a list of the three things he wants “to be sure of doing” that day. He calls these most important tasks (MITs), based on suggestions from Lifehacker founder Gina Trapani.10

This is true of how I operate myself. I do weekly planning on Sundays. On Sundays I look at my whole week as well as a few months out, and I ask a few questions. Have I teed everything up? Have I planned everything thoughtfully so I don’t forget anything or miss something major? What do I need to get done this week or next week to make sure I’m successful for the month or quarter? Every Sunday I review those things to make sure my team and I are in good shape. I usually spend an hour or two, as needed, on that type of planning to be prepared for the week. (See Table 9-1.) That planning will include a set of goals for the week and a review of my meetings to see if these meetings support my goals and to also see what other activities might be missing from my calendar. I will also send messages to my staff on what needs to happen before the end of week to keep us on track or to give me information so that I can make some decisions with others to help them move their work forward.
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Table 9-1 A Checklist for My Typical Day



Then, every day I start my morning making sure I know what I’m going to get done that day, framing that set of objectives and outcomes. I think about what it will take to get these things done, how I will approach the task or the meeting, and make sure I’m all set up correctly with information to do that.

If a meeting is critical—I expect we will make a decision or establish a partnership—I make sure I have those discussions in my head—what needs to get accomplished in the meeting and what my agenda is to get the outcome. I also play out different ways the discussion could go from both points of view and prepare for objections or alternate strategies that may be suggested. This allows me time to think through a response and what that would mean to the outcome of the meeting. Although you can’t anticipate everything that will happen, anticipating some things gives you an edge and shows you have done your homework and have thought through each scenario properly. People are more confident working with you and entrusting their business to you when they feel you are prepared to handle it.

As I finish each task or key meeting, I focus on the handoff. The handoff is critical because you’re never doing anything in a vacuum; you always have other people working with you. So after I’ve done my task or have results from a meeting, I need to get the handoff in place. That’s my next action: make sure I get people connected with that next act and set up the follow through on their end. Sometimes the handoff is to myself, that I have to come back to this task in three weeks or someone else picks up the ball and runs with it. I use the end of the day to make sure I have communicated about what happened and next steps to everyone who is part of the team so we are all in lock step and executing properly.

If you think about it, every initiative, project, or assignment has a group of people who can contribute to it. It’s important that you leverage all the resources that are available to you and the company to get things done. Many people make the mistake of just going at their work head down. They don’t talk to anybody, they don’t get any information from anybody, and they don’t bring anybody else into it, so they end up having to relearn what’s already been learned. You can waste a lot of time that way. One of the most critical things you can do, even as an individual, is take a few shortcuts by talking to people who already know something about what you’re doing. You can get some advice, and then see if you can get any help along the way from people who have done this kind of work and might be interested in working with your project.

But sometimes planning won’t fix problems that crop up. Sometimes to make things work you need to delegate or get help. And sometimes making it work means saying I just can’t do it. I just can’t deal with another project, another piece of work, or another commitment.


Saying No Means Not Having to Say You’re Sorry

I continually have people ask me to do things for them, help them, or get engaged in their cause. If it is something that I am aligned with or someone I know I can easily help and get directed toward success, then I am all in. I set up time constraints and when I am available to help. I then keep my promise and deliver. I try to be clear with them and set the right expectations so that I do not over commit. These habits keep me and the requestor out of trouble.



Like everyone else, I am not perfect. But I work hard to live up to the commitments I make because that goes far in establishing and maintaining my personal brand and these important relationships that I have invested in. These relationships have become the backbone of my success. It is the same for you. You want to be known as someone that other people can count on.

At work and at home, sometimes things come at you that are best served if you simply and respectfully say no. No one—not your boss, your kids, or your spouse—wants you to commit to do something that you will not or cannot do. Just explain the situation (your workload or inability to do this kind of work effectively) and help them find a solution and an alternative path to get it done. They will be grateful you kept them and you out of trouble.

This does not mean that you will never have to do something that you don’t like to do on the job or at home. There will always be tough things like firing people, giving constructive feedback, or producing reports or reviews for management that are in the “don’t like this” category. That being said, I will sign up to do some things I don’t really get excited about because it is a part of my job and I am the best person to take care of it. Even through these times, I focus on the end result and the success I know I can bring to the table.

Proactive communication with people about what you are doing takes your ability to respectfully say no to the next level. When you proactively communicate about what you are doing, you anticipate what other people might need from you in order to make their lives run more smoothly. It also gives people some insight into your life, which makes you more approachable and knowable. Sales trainer and motivational speaker Elizabeth Marino suggests sending two emails to your boss each week. At the beginning of the week, send your manager a brief email that says “this is what I’m working on this week.” At the end of the week or when you have reached a major milestone, send another email that follows up on the first and says “this is what I accomplished.”11 These emails are in addition to any required status reports you may submit, and as such can take a more informal tone. You can use a similar technique at home by having a brief family meeting during which each person lets the others know about upcoming projects, events, or appointments. Proactive communication like this can help your manager or your family be your ally when your workload spirals out of what you can easily handle.

To balance your work, you have to make choices. My team and I do it every day. And they say “no” or “this won’t work because” to me every day. I encourage them to be honest with me and tell me what is possible, because many times they know better than me what it takes to get things done. Of course, sometimes I have more experience than they do in an area and can advise them on a faster, easier path. This is why I and most experienced leaders advise that clarifying and prioritizing work with your teams and managers produces really good outcomes.

Like many companies, Cisco is large and dynamic. Upper levels of management create the vision—general direction—and strategy and work with their teams to figure out the best way to accomplish the vision and strategy. Sometimes in a big organization with layers of management, you may not know how to impact the strategy, provide ideas on how to get things done, or even prioritize the work so you have some control over your workload.

How can you say no to your manager or team leader, or one from another department when the request for a new project is ill timed or you need clarity on priorities? The proper way to address workload challenges is to expose the manager and leader to the current priorities you are working on and ask for clarification on which things fall off the plate when new things come on. You can also have a dialogue about the timing of the work and the timeline to get it done after you have exposed your manger or coworker to the workload challenge.

When evaluating your approach with your team leader or manager, the first question isn’t necessarily can I do this? It really starts with understanding the reason and context for the request: Is this the right thing to do and why are we doing this? What outcome are we looking for? When you know this, you can then ask “Why does it need to be done now”? This also gives you the chance to explain your workload if you are oversubscribed and to either get time relief or help to do it.

Let’s break this situation down into how you might have this conversation with your manager or team leader. In the conversation you want to accomplish four things: acknowledge the need, understand the context, develop a mutual understanding of the situation, and offer options. This can help you get the dialogue going and develop a mutual plan.

I understand you are wanting to get this major report done by the end of the week. [Acknowledge the need] Can I ask why the sudden urgency and what you are wanting to accomplish with this report? [Understand the context] I thought it was important to let you know that I also have this customer escalation I need to handle before the end of the week or we will lose their business. [This begins to develop a mutual understanding of the situation and allows the requester to know the impact of these decisions.] If both of these things have a high priority then I would suggest bringing Fred or someone else in to help get the quote done properly so we don’t lose this opportunity [Offer options.]

It takes a lot of moxie to walk into your boss’s office and, essentially, tell them that trying to do all the work on your plate will lead to missed deadlines across the board. But that’s exactly how people on my team approach it. They would explain the situation, put the consequences on the table, and then, if the manager is the one setting the agenda, let the manager guide the decision-making and let them help you prioritize. No one wants to see you fail. Your missed deadline is their missed deadline. Your success is a part of their success.

In any case, it is important not to be defensive about needing to discuss the issue or make the request. This is a logical conversation that most managers will support and deal with, provided that you are truly really busy and not just goofing off.

How does your manager know whether you are working hard or goofing off? Most managers—the good ones, not the bosses from hell—can tell what’s going on with their people based on how they normally deliver their work and what their workload is. Good managers are close enough to their employees that they know what’s going on with everyone’s work. When asked to help set priorities and balance a workload, they might dig into the background a bit to make sure they understand what is going on for the person. But why leave it to chance? This is where your approach to communicating with your manager can make a big difference. If you’ve been proactively keeping your manager informed about what you are working on, how you’ve been prioritizing your work, and what you’ve been accomplishing, they will know exactly what your workload is or can find out very quickly.

Some workload and deadline issues depend on the type of work. For example, certain kinds of creative work can be unpredictable by definition. But if you’re working in a creative environment your manager would understand that. They might have a ballpark idea of the time it takes to get things done and set more general deadlines in order to allow time for research, thinking, generating ideas, getting feedback, and so on. The trick here is, once again, constant communication and updates to your manager to keep expectations realistic and let them see the amount of complexity and level of effort it is taking to get things done.

Another common concern is what to do when getting your work done depends on having received work from others. Many team projects involve these kinds of interdependencies. Leading-edge project managers are used to adjusting or reconfiguring schedules to accommodate missed deadlines. Sometimes missing a deadline by one or two days doesn’t have a major impact on an entire project. Part of a project manager’s job is to bring visibility when things aren’t happening how they should and to see if the manager of whoever is delivering work late can correct the situation. That’s just normal, everyday life at work. To make a project schedule work everyone has to be conscientious, productive, and transparent. And everyone has to be able to say no when that becomes necessary.

The other part of achieving balance is just saying no. It can be with things in your own life—with your family or committing yourself to things during times when you know you’re going to be stressed at work. You need to work with the ebbs and flows and try to make sure that you plan your personal life in a way that allows you to meet all of your work commitments. For example, I try not to schedule a vacation in the middle of critical year-end deadlines. Although sometimes I have planned a trip knowing that I’m going to have to take time within my vacation to do my work. I go into my vacation with that expectation. And likewise when I know I have a bunch of keynote speeches to deliver, then at some point I say that all the other work has to be delayed or back loaded. And I work with my assistant to schedule my time so that when I deliver those keynotes, I’m prepared. In this context, planning and scheduling prevents unnecessary stress.


Beyond Saying No

Balancing work and life is not precisely about saying no. It’s more useful to think about it as establishing priorities and working through choices. If you’re early in your career or in an entry-level job, you probably don’t understand the priorities, and therefore you can’t make certain choices on your own. Instead, you need to work with your manager to re-prioritize based on new tasks coming at you. The reason open communication and an open relationship with your manager are critical is that they enable your manager to become part of how you prioritize assignments. If you do it on your own you might make the wrong assumption about what is most important.



One of the biggest failures I see people make is not communicating with their managers and not setting proper expectations. This can take you down faster than anything else because most managers don’t know or can’t know your workload unless you tell them.

Whether or not a workload conversation goes well with your manager depends on your attitude and work ethic—whether you’re putting in effort, meeting deadlines, and doing high quality work. If you’re someone who works nine-to-five, you never want to work any overtime and people know that, and you’re always pushing back because you don’t want to work hard, having a conversation about your workload with your manager isn’t going to go very well. That type of worker is probably in trouble anyway.

In contrast, if you are the kind of person who wants to achieve, is willing to work hard, and is willing to work long hours sometimes, but you’re concerned about actual over-commitment and making a manager look bad—not just you, but the manager—it’s your responsibility to have this discussion with your manager.

In addition to being willing to work hard, you need to be willing to take risks and be transparent about how you approach these risks. It is also critical to assess and plan for potential barriers in your way. Assess what level of success you think you could have and how risky it is. Is it 50 percent chance of success, an 80 percent chance, or a cake walk? In every case, have a back-up plan just in case. Also be prepared to talk to your teammates or manager about what they can do to help you make the deadlines 100 percent achievable instead of a high risk venture. In essence, you are outlining the problem and proposing a solution. That’s a self-empowered way of handling a workload that is edging out of control.

Although no one likes bad news, people like big surprises about bad news even less. That is why transparency, open communications, and bringing in people who can help you—management or other experts—substantially improves your chance of success. Hiding or deflecting problems and making excuses will always land you in trouble. Avoid that at all costs. Your manager and or team leads are supposed to understand what it is you need in order to help you achieve the company’s goals—in other words, what you need to be successful in your job—and then make sure you have that. In a very real sense, your success is your manager’s success and your team’s success, so keep them engaged as needed and let them help. When you proactively communicate about your work with your manager and your teammates, you are helping everyone achieve success.

The people who get in trouble most at work are the people who overcommit themselves and don’t communicate that tasks or projects are going to fail. They just fail. Then they look like they are poor performers because they’ve taken on too much, and they cannot organize themselves properly for success.

Another aspect of saying no is to be selective about your work. This affects your career over the long run. Don’t say yes to everything people throw at you. Sort through what you think matches your skills. By all means, take on new work that you have never done before that enables you to grow and develop. Just stay clear of being the drop box for everyone, because then you will find yourself unfocused and way over your head in meaningless or unfocused work. Make sure your work is a definition of your role and evolves with your career so that it is a good representative of the personal brand that you are building. Matching specific areas of work with your capabilities, responsibilities, and authority of the role that you are building for yourself allows you to specialize and then keep expanding that scope. That’s another part of the balancing act. Even in your personal life if you say yes to everything, you’re going to fail at everything.


Saying Yes or No to New Roles and Stretch Goals: Know Yourself

One of the more challenging and dangerous times in my career—dangerous because I almost failed—occurred when I said yes to a job that I didn’t want. This happened 12 years ago when I was young and a little blinded by my ambition. I said yes for all the wrong reasons: to get a promotion and everything that went along with it. All of a sudden my job went from being very fun to being a nightmare. Weathering through to the other side of that experience was very difficult. I have learned now to never make that mistake again. In selecting the next new role, it is easier and better for you to be in the zone that excites and motivates you than to select something just for a promotion. The promotion always comes to those who choose work for the right reasons, because from that place you can be inspired to be great and greatness is promotable.



Some time after the almost-failed event, another opportunity came my way. People in upper management, including my boss, asked me if I wanted to expand my job and take on additional responsibility in a mainstream area of services. From my boss’s side he needed the help to reinvent the business, and he thought a fresh pair of eyes could be a big factor in helping them succeed in a new strategy. He also saw what I did to reinvent my own business as a model to help the bigger ship.

Although it could set me up better for a promotion, I was tentative at first because I wanted to make sure it was something that would inspire me to achieve the best results for the business while also satisfying my own need to learn and grow. I had several conversations with myself and my leadership. I thought about what I offered the company (leading change, strategy, and operational) and what gifts I wanted to develop further (running a large mainstream services business and help them rebuild the model for new market transitions in cloud). We talked about where my talents were best applied, what directional changes were happening in the company, and what new opportunities would allow me to grow in the directions I wanted to pursue. When all these factors matched up, I said yes to the new position.

The moral of this story is that when you are seeking a new role or are offered a promotion, it is critical to be clear with yourself about all the issues and be choosy. You need to understand what you want and what the company needs. Then you can say yes while knowing what you are likely to be getting into or no with an explanation of why.

Generally, if you’re just starting your career, it’s best to keep an open mind about different roles. This ties in to discovering the work you like to do best through experimenting, which I discussed in Chapter 3. At the beginning of a career, most people don’t know enough to know what are necessarily great or not great work roles for them. Many people might have an idea about what they want to do—like I thought I wanted to be a lawyer—but not understand the different ways that can play out. So it’s good to experiment. But if you have an inclination or a feeling that you are absolutely not going to like a particular task or role, then be open and talk with your manager about it. And talk about what you want to do, so that you can position yourself for the kind of job you want. After you have experiences about what you like and don’t like to do, you can be clear about the answer to an opportunity. Is it a hell yes or a hell no?


Balance Requires Trust

What enables you to do the balancing act of putting 100 percent into your work and career and 100 percent into your life is establishing a partnership with your manager and company. When you’re working for a company you have to have a partnership with your management team for integrating work and life to work.



To have a partnership and team up with people, there has to be some level of trust. People have different views of the workplace. From a pessimistic view of the workplace and your relationship with your company, you are only temporary, your value is what you bring in that day, and the company only wants to suck the living life out of you and then toss you away.

Most companies genuinely don’t have that pessimistic view in mind. Most companies view their employees as the most important resource and asset that they have. They spend the most money on their employees, and if they are going to do that, it makes good business sense to make sure they maximize the potential of each employee to help the company achieve its objectives. It’s good business to do that because the cost of low productivity in any business is very high.12 You can’t afford to have people be half in the game. Engaged employees are most effective and are the most creative, and management looks at this as the number one factor in predicting a team’s success.

Companies want a creative, committed, and highly productive workforce that will enable them to meet their objectives. They know that to succeed there has to be a good partnership between management and its employees.

But being a committed member of a work partnership doesn’t mean it’s forever. Both parties know it’s for as long as it works. Your company wants you to stay as long as you stay in tune with what it needs and wants from you and you keep delivering. You want to stay with your company as long as you are getting the types of experiences and rewards you are expecting in exchange for the service you are providing or can provide in the future. The match between these two factors is critical for a win-win and for maintaining a trusting relationship. The best companies in the world know to look for talented people who can learn and grow with them and help them on their never-ending journey to outperform in the market. Most companies want to keep experienced and highly productive employees for as long as they can because the cost of training and experience is very high. When parties part ways it is because employees don’t keep up with the company’s needs, the company doesn’t keep up with employees’ needs, or the company does not keep up in the market. In any case this creates a mismatch and a signal for change.


Contrast and Stress Are the Teachers, Balance Is the Lesson

Balancing work and life grows out of your relationship with your company, manager, and teammates. We’ve seen that when you value these relationships, you can do all kinds of things, from adjusting your workload and deadlines to tailoring your job. It all comes back to these very basic skills I talked about in earlier chapters. At the heart of balancing, you have mind control, courage, a growth mindset, positive attitude, and altruism. There’s a value proposition to balancing for you, your manager, and your company. When you balance you’re able to do your best work, be your most creative, and maintain healthy relationships with others. You don’t achieve balance out of the gate, and you don’t expect to be perfect at it. It’s something you learn over time, and it requires consistent practice.



Contrast plays a big role in the balancing act. It is the key to how you learn to balance and how you maintain your balance. You can minimize contrast—it is definitely disruptive—by controlling what you can, which is yourself and your choices. You can control what you choose to do, but it is even more important to control what you choose not to do.

We all end up overextending ourselves from time to time. I’ve tried not to overextended myself in my career and family life, but it happens. When I overextend myself, like most people I get stressed. Stress has all kinds of unwanted impacts on your life. It can cause performance problems and affect your ability to think, be creative, and function normally.

One impact of stress is that your mind can literally freeze. Many people think of stress as creating a fight-or-flight response. But advances in neuroscience show that the stress response is really freeze-fight-or-flight.13 Biological survival mechanisms underpin the stress response. When predators are tracking prey, movement triggers them to attack, so the first defense against a predator is to freeze. Even if it is only for an instant, stress triggers this freeze response, and it takes effort to disengage from it.

A certain amount of stress is good for performance, whether it’s work, athletics, or taking a test. Your heart rate speeds up, your breathing becomes more rapid, and blood flow gets directed out to your arms and legs. You are ready to go, whatever the challenge might be. Right before a big event, like a presentation, sports game, or test many people experience this stress response as excitement, an edge that gives a great feeling of being energized. If your work doesn’t give you feelings of being energized—maybe it has become too easy—you can feel like you are not accomplishing much. The feeling of excitement and energy are some of what makes challenges and stretch goals important.

But when the challenge gets over the edge, like during a crisis, stress can become overwhelming. The source of crisis and stress doesn’t matter. It could come from your work—too much to do in too little time—but just as easily from your personal life—not enough sleep, a divorce, or a death—or external events—the state of the economy, terrorist attacks, or natural disasters. Being stressed or in a state of crisis prevents you from doing your work well or realizing your career goals. And chronic stress that lasts for weeks, months, or years takes a serious toll on your health.

It’s always a good idea to pay attention to your physical, emotional, and mental state. What signals make you aware that you’re feeling energized? What signals when you’ve gone over the edge into negative stress? I might notice that I’m breathing shallowly or even holding my breath, and I tend to clench my teeth. I might notice an irritable edge to my voice, or that my thoughts are circling around and around.

A high level of negative stress makes all your worst fears come out and can trigger your freeze-fight-or-flight response. Being overly stressed uses up all of your physical and mental resources, which makes everything feel overwhelming. The mental effects cascade, and feelings of overwhelm put everything into a negative light. When I am overly stressed, I get very quiet and stay in my head, which is a terrible place to be.

I use a technique I call “talking yourself off the ledge” to manage through this and calm myself. It starts with understanding why I am feeling stressed and looking at what triggered this response. I look at the stressor as an observer rather than personalize it, and then I look at the stress point from all angles. I then ask two questions. What is the best thing that could happen? What is the worst thing that could happen? By the time I have answered these two questions I realize that nothing is all that bad or all bad, and the stress point can be managed. When you find yourself slipping into a stress state, practice tuning in to trigger signals and responding to them with stress reduction techniques—deep breathing, mindfulness, a minute-meditation, or whatever positive coping skills work for you. It’s best to catch stress when it is just beginning rather than let it build up.

Just as it’s best to catch stress before it becomes overwhelming, it’s a good idea to have a few different tools in your anti-stress toolbox. The newest health psychology research says that how you think about stress and what you think about stress—your mindset and attitude—make a huge difference in the impact that stress has both short-term and long-term.

Health psychologist Kelly McGonigal of Stanford University explains that you can make friends with stress and use it to your advantage. Instead of producing long-run health problems, if you manage your thoughts stress can even confer long-run health benefits as well as short-term performance benefits.14

How long you’ve been experiencing stress matters as much as the level. Allowing stress to go on too long can take a tremendous toll on you mentally, emotionally, and physically. When stress builds up, you have to get some release from it. Stress has got to come—that seems unavoidable in life—and then it has to go. Then you can regroup and rev up again. Letting stress build up sets you up for future health problems so catch it and tame it early, either by reframing and befriending it as McGonigal suggests or using more traditional coping techniques like meditation and exercise.

Even if you’ve been doing your best to notice and release stress as it arises or reframe to focus on the energizing properties of stress, some situations reach the crisis point. When your mind freezes and you shut down, as soon as possible step back and reflect. Ask yourself, what did I do here, what happened here? And ask yourself, how do I get calm again? How do I get centered or grounded so I can make the right decisions and get the work done? This skill of managing yourself through crisis is important to learn, practice, and master because crises will happen, and you can’t avoid all sources of stress. The best technique is to learn, practice, and get good at stress management skills in times of low stress so that you can apply them successfully in times of high stress.

Even after you’ve learned to manage yourself through crisis, the best approach is to avoid crises as much as possible. The best planning techniques allow you to keep in front of your life and work, which short circuits the crisis cycle, and feel good about its direction. When you can check things off your to-do list, for example, it helps you see progress and feel accomplished.

I am a planner by design, not nature, and I can assure you it has kept me and my family out of a lot of hot water. It has enabled me to be successful in every job and career move I have made and still be deeply committed to my family’s needs. Ironically, when you are a disciplined planner and focused achiever, your stress is substantially diminished even though you are doing more and finding more time to do the things you love to do every day. Living with these principles along with a positive attitude and disciplined thinking helps you maximize your time here on earth to be happy, to be productive, and to be significantly rewarded with life’s treasures. On the one hand, there is procrastination or fighting fires, and, on the other, there is living on your very own planned path.

I started this chapter noting that we put all the things that sustain us in a box we call life and contrast that with work. It’s the typical way of structuring the problem. What sustains us are shelter, food, clothing, safety, sleep, and health. Without these life basics you cannot work. Without working you cannot acquire and maintain the things that sustain you. These life basics are critical items, because without them you cannot function. Work and life basics are like gears that fit together (see Figure 9-1).
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Figure 9-1 You Need Work for Life Basics and Life Goals



But with only life basics and work, you merely exist. Human beings are designed to do more than exist. Life goals take a person from the realm of simply existing to something more. And this opens the door to career and life fulfillment. As evolved individuals we are not satisfied with the basics. We want to live the best life we can and have many great experiences. We want to have a sense of purpose and meaning. If you are on the right path, you will have at least one life-changing opportunity where you surpass your goals and reach levels of accomplishment you had never thought possible. I hope that everyone who reads this book is inspired enough to guide themselves to their best path.

In the next chapter, I return to earlier themes and discover how they apply to consciously evolving and tackling success in the face of obstacles. I like to think of this as self-leadership version 2.0.


10. Self-Leadership 2.0: Success in the Face of Obstacles

Intelligence is the ability to adapt to change.

Stephen Hawking

Self-leadership 2.0 is what you need to build and draw on when times are tough. The difficulty may be external or internal, but the way through it is always through your internal framework and self-leadership skills.

Someone whom I have come to admire through my research and who really represents the definition of self-leadership is Neil deGrasse Tyson, the famous astronomer. Although he was born the same year I was, the parallels end there. He grew up a black man in an upper-middle-class home in the Riverdale section of the Bronx and was raised by two highly educated parents. His mother is a gerontologist, and his father is a sociologist. When he was growing up, he got exposed to the stars at the Hayden Planetarium and from that point onward knew what he wanted to do. Yet, when he expressed interest in astronomy to one of his public school teachers, the teacher responded, “Why do you want to go into science? There aren’t any Negroes in that field. Why don’t you go into sports?”1

He went on to earn his Ph.D. in astrophysics at Columbia and has been director of the Hayden Planetarium since 1996. Tyson has crafted an unusual career for himself: He is the undeniable rock star of the planets and stars. He teaches and speaks around the world about science and the importance of preserving the earth, and it’s easy to see that he has as much passion for explaining science and astrophysics in plain language as he has for astrophysics. In a 2008 interview with Thomas R. Cech at the Howard Hughes Medical Institute, Tyson talked about dealing with the obstacle of racial discrimination. When he was a freshman at Harvard, a fellow black student (who became a Rhodes Scholar) said to him, “Astrophysics. The Black community cannot afford the luxury of someone with your intellect to spend it on that subject.”2 During his PhD studies at Columbia, that comment haunted Tyson. After his appearance on Fox News in 1989, Tyson remembers thinking to himself, “I had never before in my life seen an interview with a black person on television for expertise that had nothing to do with being black ... I said to myself I just have to be visible, for others like me, in that situation. That would have a greater force on society than anything else I could imagine ...”3 Tyson’s focus on what he wanted for his career and his determination to succeed in his field overpowered all other biases and obstacles. He is truly an irresistible force!

Tyson’s life and story touch on the theme of this last chapter. In spite of the bias that deGrasse Tyson encountered from his early teachers and later from a fellow student at Harvard, like him in some ways and unlike him in others, he is being the best Neil deGrasse Tyson that he can be. In doing that in a loving, compassionate, and non-judgmental way, he is accomplishing as much as anyone who is fighting bias and discrimination head on.

But bias and discrimination can derail the plans of many people. What do you do when your plans aren’t going exactly as you wanted them to?

As you explore what to do when you meet obstacles to your plans in the form of bias and discrimination, you’ll revisit key themes—like the love operating model and growth mindset—and techniques—like self-management, self-discovery, and inside-outside thinking—from earlier chapters. That these themes play a prominent role in the process of becoming your own boss is no surprise because they are front and center throughout life. Self-discovery and self-management are foundational elements of Neil deGrasse Tyson’s life and success, and they create the foundation for responding to the issues I explore in this chapter.


Self-Leadership When Things Don’t Go Your Way

At some point in your career you will have done everything you think you can do, and you will discover that things aren’t working as you planned. People are standing in your way, or you haven’t been able to convince some people to partner with or help you. Your boss isn’t giving you the assignment you want or isn’t supportive in helping you open up another opportunity. You’re going to run into contrast, stumbling blocks, and obstacles. What can you do?



Stumbling blocks and obstacles have many dimensions, but most are about what people—either you or someone else—perceive and make decisions about every day. The good news is that perceptions and decision-making styles—sometimes we call these biases—are changeable and addressable.

Common differences among people can bring personal bias into the everyday work environment. Some examples are:

• Lack of common interests

• Inexperience

• Age

• Race or ethnicity

• Communication style

• Work style

• Thinking or decision making styles

• Gender

• Organizational style

• Location

Even if an obstacle appears to be external—for example, you want to work in high tech, but you live in Milwaukee—the way to deal with it or get around it is going to be internal. By now, you probably know why: the only thing you can control in life is yourself. With that said, let’s look at how to handle obstacles that most people run into.


-Isms: Sexism, Racism, Ethnocentrism, and More

There are all kinds of different people in the world—that’s what makes it great. Diversity is one of the biggest gifts we have as a nation and a culture. And that diversity is amazing fuel for innovation. It also creates lots of interesting dynamics between people. When people try to interface with other people, sometimes they get it, sometimes they don’t. Sometimes it causes conflict. At its best, diversity results in innovation or a new thing that grows from two people, unlike each other, coming together and yet, in spite of their differences, creating something really cool together. This happens in industry a lot. Somebody with a great vision and somebody with a great ability to make something happen come together and create a company, product, or service. There is goodness in all different types of people. We just have to learn how to appreciate it.



And we’re getting there. Companies around the world are recognizing that a diverse workforce and diverse points of view can build a more open and creative culture that leads to a better understanding of customers and greater innovation. There is a shortage of available talent in many new areas, so people who engage in self-development can, in fact, create opportunities for themselves, regardless of age, gender, race, ethnicity, location, or any other differences.

At the same time, this greater diversity requires that people from many different backgrounds figure out how to work together. The workforce has become a mashup of people from different generations, different countries and cultures, different genders, different sociopolitical points of view, different work styles, different communication styles, different lifestyles, different life experiences—the possibilities are continually expanding. Working effectively in this diverse environment requires patience, emotional intelligence, self-knowledge, a desire to understand and be open to ideas that come from somewhere else, and self-control. The task is challenging, and everyone is not equally up to it.

The big obstacles—the ones that get media attention and seem intractable—are racial or ethnic, gender, generational discrimination, and age discrimination. The roots of any type of discrimination lie in people’s perceptions, attitudes, beliefs, and biases. As I think broadly about diversity and what impacts all of us, the most prominent issue that I think everyone faces every day is how to work with others unlike ourselves. There is a lot of conversation about issues these days—women versus men and race differences in the various professions—but the most discussed issue is generational—Gen X, Gen Y, and Millennials (Gen Me). Regardless of what category you fit into, these biases exist. How do you deal with them? How do you deal with other people’s perceptions about the world? How do you deal with other people’s perceptions of you? Inside-out, outside-in thinking (first described in Chapter 3) sets the stage for finding a way to work with many different people, especially when these biases rooted in perceptions create obstacles. To begin, you need to understand where people are coming from—including yourself—and why.


Begin with Understanding

Most people are by nature social and need to feel connected.4 One way we express our social nature is by wanting to hang out with others like ourselves.5 Yes, some individuals are bold and different, and challenge the norm, but even they tend to want to hang out with others like themselves.



People also like to work within their comfort zone and their belief system. From an early age some people develop perspectives of wanting to be safe and work within what they know. Others develop a perspective to be curious and open to many different things. Although these preferences develop early—they are based on traits like extraversion, agreeableness, and openness—the environment—how you are brought up and what you are exposed to—shapes them.6

If, for example, you were brought up in a diverse environment and have worked in this same type of environment, you would be likely to feel comfortable working around many different types of people. You would explore more, maybe feel easy with life, and be open to possibilities. If, however, you grew up in an environment isolated from racial, ethnic, cultural, and gender diversity, you may choose as an adult to continue to live and work this way and close yourself off from a big part of the world, including relationships with people unlike yourself.

Regardless of how we were brought up, we always choose how we want to live. Staying within comfort zones and familiar environments that are self-limiting can be costly because they close you off from experiences and opportunities to learn and grow. These choices can also lead to less creativity and less innovation (and, I believe, a more boring life). It can feel safer, but it is actually a trap. The tendencies that push us toward a lack of diversity have an impact on who gets hired, assigned to projects and teams, invited to and listened to in meetings, and invited to events. When you understand these dynamics—and I’m definitely not saying they are acceptable, just that they exist—you can apply various approaches to get where you’re going in spite of them.

Let’s start with what you can change and what you can’t change. You can’t change other people’s past experiences or tendencies. But you can be aware of them and choose to find ways to approach different kinds of people from where they are so that your ideas and proposals—and your success—are less threatening to them.

Why are we focused on obstacles relating to people? Because everything in the world of work comes down to people in the end. It is people who create work, organize work, and do work, even if on the surface it seems otherwise.


Understanding Organizational Culture

Most organizations have some form of living culture, whether it is entrepreneurial, creative, process driven, quality driven, financial driven, brand and customer driven, and so on. Understanding the differences between these cultures and the value points each offers is a critical part of finding the right organizational fit for yourself. After you’re on board, finding a way to work within, influence, and work with an organization’s culture without losing yourself is critical to your success.



You need to understand your prospective organization’s culture to make sure you have chosen the right working environment, and you need to understand the culture in order to influence its leaders. If you work within a customer-focused company, then proposals or discussions that address customers and information about customers, especially if put in the language of the culture, will win. For example, you might create the following pitch for a new app: “Through this project we can get access to more information about our customers’ likes and preferences and help them make decisions more easily.”


Understanding Who You Are Working With

The next level of understanding helps you work with others on projects and assignments, or even develop partnerships. To do these joint projects or assignments well, you must first understand who you are working with—the people’s or teams’ backgrounds, their perceptions and natural biases, and their working styles, as well as their division’s or department’s value systems and goals and their individual value systems and goals. This type of understanding helps you find common ground, which then helps you create a bridge between you and them that allows breakthroughs in working together.



Because most work today is done through leveraging a team with a diverse set of technical skills, the skill of working with others unlike yourself is one of the most important soft skills you can learn and practice. The ability to empathize with groups or individuals on the team will always give you great material to understand why they do what they do and get heard. Think of empathy as a way to turn the camera away from yourself for a moment and turn it on someone else to study them with the intention of understanding what they do and why they do it from their perspective. Mastering empathy is extremely powerful in maneuvering through the workplace and life.

When people run into issues due to bias, the media has a field day with it. But the reality is that each of us is biased about something. Being biased means having a point of view about something before you actually learn enough about it to be reasonably informed or, more informally, before you look under the hood. Bias is all around us, and certain cognitive biases are built into us. But the glass ceilings that result from ethnic, gender, and age bias are troubling because of the toll they take on individuals and the impact they have on diversity.

Because bias exists in individuals, it is individuals who have to deal effectively with it. The important thing is to recognize where your biases are and make sure you don’t make bad decisions or, when you are in a leadership role, artificially create a culture of sameness by exercising bias in your hiring, working, and partnering decisions.


The Need to Bridge Differences

To deal with the obstacle that people like to work with others like themselves and feel challenged by everyone else, you need to ask yourself: How do I work with people who are not like me? And how do I approach communicating with others in a way that enables them to hear what I have to say? Not focusing on how to work effectively with others who are by nature different from you is the number one killer of getting things done and getting ideas sold in companies.



Similar to how background and experience make it more or less likely that a person will be interested in stepping outside their comfort zone, each person’s unique experiences cause them to have their own way of looking at things, their own perspective and mindset. These differences in perspective and mindset lead each person to occupy a particular space in work and their career (and also in life).

What people choose to emphasize in their work—their work orientation, which is another type of bias—comes in many different packages. Some people are strategists, some are builders, some are creators, and some are organizers. Some people take strategy and build that into architecture. There are people who love to optimize things and drive process and scale. And there are people whose greatest joy is executing. There are lots of different kinds of players in the game. There are entrepreneurs who create for the sake of solving a problem, and there are other entrepreneurs who are all about making money. (The best entrepreneurs focus on both because that is what creates real value.)

Most people have a few work orientations, with one of them being dominant. My dominant orientation is as strategist, and two other strong characteristics are business leader and entrepreneur. I am also expressive and have an authoritative style of communicating. By the time you meet a colleague, coworker, or manager, each of you has developed personal biases based on the type of work you’ve done, the type of background you have, your skills, and how developed those skills are. Knowing these things about yourself, you have to also be mindful of the characteristics of who you are speaking with and make sure you communicate and relate to them in ways they can relate to. This is again turning the camera around to them to observe how they are responding to your interaction with them.

To begin finding common ground with other people, you must start with you. First, examine your attitude and your operating model. It is critical to have an attitude of appreciation and respect for others who are not like you, don’t think like you, and bring something to the table that you don’t have. For example, I have big ideas and like to create new ways to get from here to there, but I am not always process driven. Even though I don’t like to design processes myself, I know how important it is to a business or organization to have people who are great at designing or redesigning processes to streamline work and produce highly reliable, high quality results.

My respect and admiration for people who like to do this type of work and do it well is off the charts, and I always make sure I pair myself with others who have these skills. As much as I value people who can design processes, it takes work for us to communicate with each other and find common ground, as I want to get things done fast. In contrast, process people need to see the whole plan laid out before they are comfortable moving forward. After I started to take the time to understand how process-oriented people work and why they need to plot everything out before they move, it became easier to work with them and create winning solutions.

To appreciate and respect others who are different, you have to understand the value they contribute and how they contribute, and that means taking the time to understand the role that they play. After you have done this, it is easy to find ways to work with different people and build a trusting relationship that allows both of you to be successful.

Thinking from a third-party point of view is an effective approach for gaining a bigger perspective and getting to a mutual understanding. To gain a third-party point of view, refrain from judging others or taking a position about someone. This is not easy to do and may even seem unnatural at first. But to work effectively with others and solve problems you first need to move beyond past prejudices or past experiences and begin the conversation or relationship from a position of trust. A third-party point of view involves assuming nothing about your peers, your friends, or your new boss based on a first glance, your own view of life, or their past behavior. It also means taking a fresh perspective and gaining mutual perspective of a situation so you can both work from a broader understanding. I’ll give you an example.

I have been working with a particular person for a long time. Although we get along socially, I know he tends to work in a silo and often goes off to create things before checking if we have already done those things. He is a natural born entrepreneur, but sometimes wastes money because of this pattern of do-first-and-ask-questions-later. In a situation when he was off the grid again, before I chastised him for repeating the same mistake, I stepped back and asked him why he did what he did and what problem he was solving for. It turns out he created something because we had missed the ball and had a critical customer situation that needed resolution. I was thankful I had asked questions rather than assumed he was repeating the same old scenario. It became a new bond between us. Taking a third-party view prevented me from mistakenly breaking a relationship that really mattered and resulted in strengthening the relationship instead.


Self-Fulfilling Prophecies

In addition to strongly believing in the third-party perspective, I believe that people live up to the expectations you set for them. If you paint them in your mind as evil, lazy, stupid, or even prejudiced then you will interpret all that they do with this haze overhanging the conversation and interaction. The same is true if you have a high regard for someone—you always give them the benefit of the doubt, even if they really mess up.



Likewise, if you view people as roadblocks or non-supporters, you will treat them with caution, lack of trust, and even secrecy. This creates exactly the thing you believe to be true. They will respond to your caution, lack of trust, and secrecy with doubt and non-support because you gave them no reason to support what you are doing. It all starts with you and how you feel about them and therefore how you behave toward them.

If you work in the operating model of love, trust, and partnership, then most of the time you will get that back in return. Even if you are working with someone completely unlike yourself, if you take the time to understand them and find a way to bond with them over hobbies, music, role models, anything you have in common, then you can find a bridge.


Handling Gender Bias

When I first started working at Cisco, I was one of three women executives in a highly technical and male driven part of the industry—networking. The other women executives in the company were from human resources and finance, and I was in sales. I could have let that scare me and then I would have isolated myself from the men who were leading the company. I could have assumed no common interest or bond was possible. Instead I chose to work hard on building relationships across the company, up and down the organization. I also worked hard to make sure I overachieved on my goals, which assured the leadership team of my value.



Given I was from Boston and this was a California company, I also realized (after getting pounded into the ground a few times) that my style of boldness and straight talk might not sit well with some people. In reality, it was more like getting stonewalled by my peers and then my boss telling me I was over-applying my strengths. This was another way of calling me miss bossy pants, as Tina Fay would put it. The east coast corporate leadership style was all about being bold, direct, and tough when needed. People there pushed hard to make things happen. The culture at Cisco was different from the cultures at both my start-up company and Wang, and I had to learn how to find my way through Cisco’s more relationship-oriented, California culture. My greatest strengths—leadership, decisiveness, and candor—were grating on people. They were seeing me as being pushy.

Many studies show that both men and women judge women differently than men when their behavior is the same.7 People expect women to be nurturing, kind, and quiet. When they behave in ways that are similar to how men behave, women are judged as being pushy.8 This is, of course, a cultural bias.

However, all the studies in the world on bias do not help you manage through relationships in your job day-to-day. So when you get feedback like this, you have to take action. I decided to adjust my style a bit and be less forceful in my approach to getting things done. I started to find ways to take folks along the journey with me and let them get on board at their own pace. Changing my behavior and style like this worked wonders for my relationships. I ended up getting more things done more quickly because there were fewer roadblocks and there was more support for my work. I am still a force in the company and have not given up who I am, but I now use multiple approaches to get things done. In the end it is always smarter to change what you can change—your own behavior—than it is to play victim to bias in a company. Just don’t forget who you are in the process and don’t let others define you.

From time to time, I work with men in countries and cultures across the globe who are not used to working with strong women. I can always tell when I meet one of them because they are uncomfortable around me, avoid meetings with me, and generally show a lack of interest in what I have to say. They may even ignore my ideas—any woman’s ideas—in meetings.

The best way I have found to deal with this kind of cross-cultural issue is to build my own bench of supporters to mitigate the one player who may not want to work with me. By engaging folks around him that he respects and getting them to help me interact with him in a less threatening way, I can usually break through enough to get done what I need to do. Using the power of the crowd to get a gender-biased person to acknowledge the work or idea and get him to engage is highly effective.

Many successful people use a strategy of “gaining supportive peers” because supportive peers can help you reach the people you need to influence without having to break down hundred-foot walls or engage in hand-to-hand combat, techniques that rarely work.

In the past few years, I have seen fewer and fewer cases where men are challenged in having business conversations with women. What I still see, however, are women’s ideas being discounted or ignored at a higher rate than men’s. The fact that both women and men discount women’s ideas in a male-dominated environment says a lot about the way all of us have been conditioned to think. We still follow the leader and act like a herd instead of making our own assessments of other people’s ideas. The leader sets the stage and the tone, and if the leader has bad habits so do the people around him or her, both men and women.

I was at a recent meeting about being on boards and what makes a great board for a company. There are now data that say companies with diverse boards have better profits, take greater market share, and drive long term competitive advantage.9 They also listen to and address their customers better.

New data also confirm that you need at least two women on every board or team to make sure one of them is heard. Within groups there is always power in numbers, so if more women and members of minorities sit at the table in key areas, women’s voices and minorities voices will be heard and the result will be a better business environment. This, in turn, creates better, more creative and innovative companies that are willing to meet the challenges of reinventing their businesses and industries.

With mounting evidence showing performance benefits from diversity, companies are beginning to wake up and take more proactive actions to drive diversity throughout their hiring strategies and workforce. We are sure to make progress as companies begin to execute on this diversity effort.


Handling the Cultural Bias Toward Extraversion

Another bias I encounter within companies is to rely on the most vocal person and not necessarily the best person for a job. (That bias is probably why I developed a tendency to be “vocal.” Okay, Miss Bossy Pants!) Observing this bias within my own team and seeing talented people be overlooked because they are quiet, I decided to seek them out and find ways to enable them to participate. There are enormous gems of ideas within quiet people, so all of us need to pay attention and learn how we can mine those ideas.10 Social communities can sometime give quiet people a vehicle to communicate that is more comfortable than speaking out in a crowd.



If you tend to be quiet and frequently get overlooked even though you have great ideas, you must find the courage to regularly meet with your manager and provide him or her with your ideas and contributions so you are not out of sight and out of mind. Knowing that quiet can also signify lack of participation to others, you must do something to get your contributions recognized. Don’t let your voice be diminished. Create a plan to get your ideas and accomplishments on the table either directly or through others. If you can partner with a more assertive and outspoken coworker, that person can help you set the stage for sharing your ideas.


What Do You Do When Things Go Wrong or You Can’t Influence Someone?

Whenever I have had a bad meeting or moment with someone at work, I try to take the following steps: Step back, breathe, and then seek to understand before I act. You seek to understand first by having empathy, being curious, and removing judgement before you act. In other words, you use emotional intelligence to respond to a situation instead of reacting. If you give yourself and others time and space to ask the right questions and get a third-party view, you will create positive momentum with others.



In fact, this is exactly how consultants work. When they come into a company, they first seek to understand by asking questions, listening, and observing both verbal cues and body language to gauge people’s comfort with you in discussions. They get alignment and agreement with what needs to be done, and only then move on to execute. Likewise, curiosity and understanding up front can help you develop your plan or project and sell your ideas.


The Benefits of a Third-Party Perspective

This seek-to-understand-first approach also helps when things go wrong. Asking why things went wrong without judgement and removing blame from a situation allows the building of relationships and inspires great teamwork. If you look at how the best customer service organizations operate, they first seek to understand, isolate the issue, and then solve the problem. They never lay blame or try to win. They simply try to solve the problem, and both they and their customers are winners at the end of the transaction. If we all treat each other like customers and use this approach we would get a lot more done—no egos, no blame, no judgement. It’s harder than it should be because our egos are often on the line, but it is the path to making progress and building winning relationships.



It takes this third-party point of view to enable truly unbiased learning and a learner’s mindset. If you seek truth and knowledge through learning from mistakes, rather than exercising blame and condemnation or self-protection, then you can truly learn, grow, and build momentum. The most successful people in the world are masters of this. A third-party perspective is a core element of developing lasting partnerships, getting what you want from your career, and seeing success with your initiatives.

These skills work together to help give you the right perspective to work across many points of view and still come out ahead. In addition, these skills help you avoid knee-jerk reactions to what other people say and do. They give you the mental space to understand what is driving the current situation, as well as how and why other people are responding to you the way they are. With this understanding and information, you can make calm, unbiased decisions and take control of the way you navigate through issues, roadblocks, failures, opportunities, bias, and every day work life.

Being curious and attentive in conversations with others can pay off immeasurably in building long-standing and productive relationships, the kind of relationships you will need in your life to be successful. Be open to new opinions, and be curious about new information. Don’t fear failure or mistakes, and develop a mindset that is based on learning, forward thinking, and moving toward what you desire.

When you are working with others, never look at opposite opinions as a deal breaker. If you are curious and attentive, and respect everyone’s need for individuality, you will find ways to discover common ground. Keep a positive and open mind along the way, and you will find open doors that would otherwise be closed to you.

The third-party view also builds an amazing bank of knowledge you would not otherwise have. That knowledge can lead to you getting what you want or to removing barriers. I have gained the most skills and knowledge from people who are different from me and with backgrounds uniquely different from mine. When I was trying to develop a softer approach to my leadership style, I sought out folks who were gentle leaders and watched them work. I also asked them lots of questions about how they were effective in getting things done, because all my prior mentors and bosses had been type “A” folks. Observing different styles helped me learn to be a better and more flexible leader who could use the right style for the right moment, which not only helped me with my relationships but also helped me attract a more diverse team.

When I wanted to be more creative and generate bigger ideas, I started working with creative people who generated big ideas, and again, with the curiosity of a child, I just absorbed everything I could from them. I asked them questions about how they got their ideas, how they learned, how they built up the creative muscle, and then I started applying what I learned.

You can also use the third-party perspective to learn how to influence people unlike yourself and do so without bias. To get someone to see your point of view or to be able to sell someone on an idea—or even a product—it is important to learn what they value and use that information to learn how to talk with them. You must first understand who they are and how they think about things. Many of us do this quite naturally when we are making friends with other people, but not so much in the context of work.

To get buy-in, get people on board with your ideas and plans, and build your bench, you have to be able to figure out how to work with others who are unlike you and who don’t think like you. At work, most of us come into a meeting and need to get through the material, but don’t make time to hear feedback about what we are discussing. If you really want to build a coalition or support, then send people the material in advance and use the meeting to talk about the concepts, answer questions, and get feedback.

In working with others, it is all too easy to come at things differently and not develop a common perspective. A lack of common perspective is why conflict can grow between people who may be working together for the first time. They do not understand each other or simply have different styles of working or communicating.

A few years ago, I saw all of these issues play out when I asked my whole team to use Agile methodology, which has become a hot software development and project management method. I had told my software development team that we needed to use Agile methodology and that I also wanted the whole team to embrace Agile in everything we do from marketing to sales to engineering. When you tell people on a team to do something, but they don’t know what it means, everyone adopts their own version and the team does not succeed the way you were hoping to. When people are not coordinated in their approach and don’t agree on the best way to apply it, conflict can arise. Although Agile has a certain structure, it is designed to be customizable. Agile processes in non-software-development areas are open to interpretation, and therefore a team needs to define, coordinate, and document the process before they can successfully apply it. The potential for failure here was great.

Managers can respond to failure with a new process by blaming others for not executing it right, or they can recognize that it is everyone’s job to work together to first define a new process before attempting to execute it. When my managers applied a third-party point of view without blame they were able to determine why things were not moving fast enough or why they were not having the right impact. When they took charge of the process and worked out definitions and standards then everything else started to run smoothly.

The process of figuring out how to work with others is continuous. Every time you do a new project, a new initiative, a new anything, you’re going to have to build a common purpose. Even on the same initiative, different people may be involved at different times to get everything done—like a relay race. The ability to work with others who are unlike you and who don’t think like you is at the heart of getting things done at work. You can only influence others when you understand them and what they value.


Working with Differences in Thinking Styles

Differences in thinking, similar to biases, grow out of a person’s biology, upbringing, schooling, where they live, what they were taught, and what they’ve been exposed to as well as what they’re good at. But those differences (and the discrimination that can result from them) cannot prevent you from persevering in your career regardless. For example, I am comfortable with abstract thinking and just enough details to create a picture of what I want to build. Another person might be operational and need to see the details before they can connect. These are fundamental differences in thinking style and if I need to work with this other person, I should know about those differences in style coming into a conversation.



If I’m trying to get this person on board with my ideas, I need to break down my vision into something they can relate to in order to influence them to help or participate. Their personal biases might be, “Well, I’m not going to support Jeanne’s big vision until I can see how it all comes together. I need to see the entire picture of actions that make up this work so I can fully understand it before I move. I’m going to keep pushing back and saying I am not ready yet until you give me a clear picture of what your vision is. Otherwise, I’m fearful of not being able to execute or adapt to it.” That scenario, quite frankly, happens to me a lot. I’m often dealing with people who don’t quite see where I’m going because they need to have all the details.

In my thinking and communicating, I need to provide enough clarity and give them some time and space to chew on it before they are going to sign on. They might push back on something two or three times before they are comfortable because they need to understand the structure beneath the big picture. When they need more clarity from me, we need to work on it together. It may take three or four meetings to accomplish what I need to accomplish with them. It takes a patient approach.

In contrast, if I am interfacing with a big picture person who does not need details, it may take only one meeting for them to be ready to move forward. Big-picture people usually want me to get started and come back with a detailed plan to execute.

Neither of these styles is good or bad. I just need to identify them up front so I can be successful working with people who have these thinking styles. What is at work here is just personal style, personal characteristics, and how the other person works, coupled with me being flexible enough to adjust my approach in order to work effectively with them.

Likewise, if I’m working with somebody who is data-driven, and I don’t give them data and proof points on why my plan and strategy are a good idea and will work, then they are not going to buy in. For me to be successful in getting what I need from them, I need to provide them up-front evidence, data, and proof that the plan will work. Many leaders, including me, are high verifiers, which means that we can see vision and strategy, but we also need some data to feel comfortable. We may want to test things before making big commitments.

Other people are all about relationships, and that requires a different dimension of working together. If I already know these people, and have built relationships and worked on many projects with them, I have established a baseline of trust and a protocol for working together. From what they already know, they know they can count on me to enhance their success. They may not relate to an idea until I explain it in detail, but they are willing to take it on good faith because of our history and track record together. They know I would not get them engaged in a project that does not support their success and our mutual business plan.

This mutual trust and belief is what great partnerships are made of. People who work and partner based on relationships as well as a good plan with appropriate levels of data in the early stages are generally the general managers, CEOs, and leaders of business who are the most open to new ideas. Many business executives combine relationship- and data-driven work styles, and the higher you go up the corporate ladder the more you run into this working model.


Working Around Subtleties in the Workplace

Obstacles in your career can be subtle, rather than direct or obvious. Some examples include being passed over for promotions or not getting access to the best opportunities. In these subtle situations, whether discrimination or bias is at play can be unclear. But regardless of whether the obstacle is subtle or direct, there are multiple ways to get around it.



A common subtle obstacle is the “insider’s club.” It’s a dynamic that grows out of people’s tendency to form groups with people who look and act like themselves or with whom they have worked before. The insider’s club dynamic can leave out powerful women, minorities, folks who are too shy to break into the club, or folks who are too new to know anyone in the club.

Even diverse teams may be made up of people who have always worked together. Diversity in itself isn’t enough to generate creativity and innovation. Without new people coming in, even a diverse group will come to lack new ideas, get stale, and lose the capacity for innovation.

However, leaders can stick with groups or teams that have a history of working together, almost as a matter of normal business practice. Leaders like working with a known quantity, and they like to stay in their comfort zone as much as any people like to. In cases where the team is always the same group of people, new people find it difficult to break in. But there are ways to break in and get challenging, choice assignments.

The best teams I have seen are those that learn to form, storm, and be agile and are welcoming of newcomers with fresh ideas. I believe that work in the future will be more aligned to this agile teaming approach, which allows new people with fresh ideas and the ability to execute to break in more easily. We all need to get comfortable with working with unknowns. As we advance as a society and as our organizations advance, we can hope that working outside of our comfort zones will get easier for all of us.

Leaders also have a tendency to give the most interesting projects to people they know because (again) they feel comfortable with them as known quantities and already understand what they can do. To counteract that tendency, I try to build good relationships with leaders across the company who have interesting new projects or initiatives, anticipating the next new thing that they may need my help on. Having an established relationship and providing others with help in smaller situations is how you build good relationships at work. When you help others in smaller situations, you show them that you can handle challenging assignments. The relationships and goodwill you build will give you license to do bigger, bolder things later on.

I have successfully used three standard approaches to get in the game and overcome the insider’s club. They are building a bench, doing your homework, and volunteering to help with on-going projects.


Build Your Bench

As I suggested in the preceding paragraphs, build relationships with leaders you feel you can learn from, whether they are doing something that is interesting to you or have a set of skills or knowledge you would like to learn. Do homework on these leaders and find common interests and common ground between you and them—an interest, a problem that needs solving, an outside hobby.



The next step is to build a base of ideas and plans you can share with them to demonstrate your value and what you can contribute. Have them champion getting you connected with people in the organization who could connect your ideas or skills to interesting projects going on that you can volunteer for or get assigned to. Connections through other powerful people can work wonders to get you into the insiders’ club or as a new member of a tried-and-true group.

When you first start in a new company or organization, it is important to know the players, who is responsible for what, and what they care about. It is also important to know who has the biggest challenge or headache and is looking for ideas or answers. I am all over this when I join a company because I know this is the fastest way to make friends and contribute in a meaningful way.

When I joined Cisco, I started in sales. It was a boom time when customers could not get enough of our product. But I also saw that this time would pass, the market would mature, and we would have to start offering solutions in addition to providing foundational connectivity. In response, I set out to build a plan and then form a new team called Internet Business Group, which created new solutions for our business leaders and leveraged the Internet (ecommerce, e-supply chain, on-line customer care, and so on—remember this was in 1998, just five years after the web was invented and many years before digital business). How did I know this would work?


Do Your Homework and Share It

To launch yourself into the game, do your homework on the top issues your company is trying to tackle. Then develop new ideas on how to address any of the issues. Use your ideas to build a business proposal to start your own project or venture in the company. Find a sponsor who likes your ideas and is willing to pilot them in their business. This way you don’t have to wait for assignments. You can create your own. I have done this for just about every job I have had, and it has helped me rise through the ranks and take on big, bold assignments.



With this approach you are essentially building your own job. Every job I have had at Cisco (all four of them) came from identifying a future need and creating a plan to solve that need with an organization and a sponsor. One of my first ideas at Cisco was to create a consulting group, the Internet Business Solutions Group that I just talked about, that could use our IT teams’ Internet applications to help our customers make the Internet work to address their business problems. I crafted a plan, proposed it to our senior leaders and CEO, and—voila!—I had a new charter and an exciting new start-up within the company.

By connecting an idea to your company’s point of value (in general, helping customers and spurring future growth), you can often create a point of entry to get included in the best new initiatives. I have created the best work assignments for myself by coming up with an entire business plan for a new solution or service, testing it with the market, and then bringing it to my leadership team. Developing the plan and testing it with the market is what I mean by “do your homework.” If it is your idea and you have a great track record, then you are the best one to execute it. Creating your own opportunities like this is the best way to take advantage of your skills and plug yourself into the meatiest and most rewarding work.

Sheryl Sandberg talks about “leaning in.” The ultimate version of leaning in is to create your own work and your own career path within your company. Most people make the mistake of waiting for someone to leave a position before asking to lead that team or waiting to be invited before showing initiative or interest in a bigger role. Rather than waiting for a vacancy or an invitation, create your own space and do something you really care about that connects with your organization’s core values.

If you create your own opportunities a few times, you will find that people—your bosses, customers, and partners will—begin to see you as the person who makes great things happen. They will then go to you with the most interesting proposals or assignments.

It does not matter if your dream is to lead a business, lead a company, or just initiate a new interesting project. You can create it yourself and make it your own.


Volunteering: How Can I Help You?

Volunteering to work with a group of colleagues who have an important project underway and are understaffed will get you in the door and connected to others. Do this as an extra credit assignment to learn, contribute, and get noticed, and leaders will think of you for another major initiative later on.



When you volunteer to help out on important projects, you get introduced to different areas of work and new leaders. You can use this strategy to engage in an area when you have a skill to offer that can be helpful to others, but that you may not yet be qualified to lead. Volunteering gives you exposure to leaders and other teams and gets them comfortable working with you. You will develop new relationships that can give you new opportunities.

I have used this strategy several times. For example, I once volunteered to help the leader of a segment team who was in a new assignment and needed a plan to address the IoT market. By stepping in as a virtual team member to help him with key resources and information, I introduced myself and built trust. Now I have a new relationship and a new slice of information about this market segment that can help me provide more value on other, bigger projects. The executive and I both gained from the experience. The team gets more free help to make them successful, and I get additional customer insight and better access to new teams that are forming, which I can leverage later.


Working Around Cronyism

The most extreme form of teaming up only with people like yourself that I can think of is cronyism. When many women encounter cronyism, they become frustrated, angry, and resentful. Although equal opportunities and pay for women is an important social and political issue, I don’t see an advantage to treating my professional or personal life as a political arena. I would rather take a pragmatic approach and address bias through self-discipline and self-leadership. This is how I deal with everything: control what you can control (yourself and your attitude), change what you can change (how you view things or view other people), and learn to work around the things that may be obstacles.



To work around an obstacle, the first thing you have to do is make friends with it. If you come at an obstacle with the attitude “that’s my enemy and I have to fight it,” try to push against it, and become fearful of it, the obstacle only gets bigger. When your focus on something is negative, your mind can take a seemingly small incident or situation and turn it into an entire television drama. We have all been there: letting a small or medium-sized issue grow bigger as we spin in our heads and let our emotions escalate the situation. Even worse, our minds start to formulate a reaction that is in keeping with the drama and creates an emotional war zone that is difficult to back out of. With this negative approach, you put yourself in a perpetual, spinning hole. Your problem-solving creativity goes out the window, you are more likely to overreact, and from this place it is difficult to see your way to the other side of the obstacle.

Instead of viewing bias as a fight with an enemy, I advise people to first try to understand it and then find ways to work around it. As I’ve said before, everyone takes some bias along with them in life whether or not they know it, so I choose not to be judgmental about it. I would rather think a person hasn’t had enough exposure to strong women or to different cultures than their own and that perhaps they can be eased into it by finding common ground or open communication.

For example, some men in managerial roles might have had a few women who worked for them tell them they couldn’t travel because of their children. That may lead them to think that all women with children or anyone with children may not want travel-based assignments. Of course, I have had men with kids also express concern about travel from time to time. With everyone, regardless of gender, I ask first and let them make the choice. I don’t have children and I like to travel to see what is happening in the world, but I try not to let that bias my opinion of anyone not willing to do the same. Throughout my career, I have spent 30 to 40 percent of my business time on the road. It is exciting and I learn tremendously from these experiences, but I am always glad to come back home to my family.

Other people may feel there is bias against age, either being too young or too old. The best way around age bias, regardless of the direction, is to demonstrate great energy, vibrancy, and expertise, as well as the maturity it takes to tackle important assignments. People overlook physical details and our differences when your excitement, creative energy, and maturity or self-discipline come through.

Today, men and women have more in common than not, and their priorities and views of work are becoming more alike every day. Many men in the 30-something and below age range are thinking exactly the same things as women are about issues like quality of life, flexibility of where and when to work, and wanting more time with friends and family. They also want to derive more meaning from their work and have balance to their lives. Some want less time away from home.

We each have to make personal choices about life and work balance. I have to define and decide what kind of role and what kind of job I want to have: whether it is going to let me see the world and experience things that are exciting and out-of-the-box, or whether I want to stay close to home, focus on my family, and do great work locally. There’s nothing wrong with either of those points of view. It’s a matter of understanding what your point of view is and communicating it effectively to others so that they know what to tap you for and what not.

The key thing about making your work environment work for you is to build your own view of how you can contribute that matches your management’s goals, articulate the boundaries of what you can and are willing to do to make that happen, and then keep an open door and clear communications on what you and your management continue to need from each other. If you can do this, then you can fit into the organization and be successful without losing yourself in the process.


Being Open About What You Want, What You Can Deliver, How You Want to Grow, and Boundaries

The biggest mistakes people make at work, whether they are leaders or front-line employees, is not being clear about how they want to work and what they are willing to do, and not asking for assignments or responsibilities that fit with their preferences. Being clear with your leadership, peers, and company is a great way to make sure they think about leveraging you for the things you have identified you want to do and making the best use of your skills while also respecting your personal boundaries. If you don’t tell them, people will assume what you want, what you want to do, what you’re willing to do, and what’s appropriate for you. In fact, many of the personal biases in life are assumptions people make about you because you haven’t told them who you are and what you want. Be clear. Communicate often and set the agenda for your work and your career with your employer. It is your job to manage yourself and your opportunities.



As I developed my relationship with my boss we had a series of conversations that were well-placed and timed based on my readiness to share my thinking and plans about the things that are important to me. My side of the conversations went something like this.

I’m going to do everything I can to make you and Cisco successful. I’m going to exceed at almost everything I do. Because I am willing to try new things and take risks for the company to explore new business areas and new markets, I’d like to have a job that is multifaceted and really stretches me to learn and play big. I want to build new business for Cisco that moves the company into software, cloud, and end user applications. I also want to keep one foot in the bigger business of Cisco that we need to transform and grow. Plan on leveraging me to do all of this. I will help Cisco by staying in front of the trends in the market and spotting new areas of opportunity for us to optimize with our traditional business. I will help the team think through the strategy and create a great vision for our future, which we can then use to grow the bigger part of Cisco’s business.

I was clear that my passions were about building a new business for Cisco to capture our opportunity in solutions, software, and industry markets.

As it happens, I have expertise in this space from my last few jobs, so I am confident about where we need to go as well as how Cisco can play. I want to explore new areas and building a brand new business for Cisco in the SaaS market, and here is my business plan. This is the plan, I have considered the opportunity, the risks, and what it will take to enter this market. What I need is funding capital to get started. Here is what I will deliver in return over the next five years. I will need help from you and other executives who I will recruit as part of getting approvals for my business plan. We may have setbacks, but we will shoot for success with all that we do and we will be clear about how our goals for these areas will serve the company’s bigger plans. Although we will try to succeed at everything, we will sometimes fail and learn, but I promise to try things out, succeed or fail fast, and learn so we don’t waste too much money in the experimental periods of building our business. You know from my 19-year track record that I will deliver so your investment in me will be well placed.

I also want you to know that any time an opportunity for this comes up, I want you to tap me because this is what I am really good at. Don’t ever assume that I am not interested in doing something that is hard, because I enjoy challenging assignments.

This is what is important to me and what motivates me—exciting, challenging work, great working relationships and, of course, money because I am the breadwinner of my family. Anything you can do to recognize my achievements when I am hitting it out of the park would be greatly appreciated. I am committed, loyal, and will always take the point of view of what is best for the business and the team, so count on me and tell me when things go off the rails so I can self-correct.

I can and will travel globally and have no limitations on this, but what’s comfortable for me is around 30 to 40 percent travel. When it gets more than this, it starts to wear on my family and on my health. I will work any hours needed to get the job done, but I like to reserve early mornings for exercise, and I also prioritize eating well and not skipping lunch because it drains my energy. Don’t worry—I eat quietly during lunch meetings! (And I smiled.) I know you like to do the same, so we should be on the same schedule and we can order in lunches when needed, which is great.

Now I will watch for your routines to make sure I am available when you need me, and I will keep my schedule as flexible as possible to accommodate urgent requests. I will also tell you when I am out of pocket traveling or in long customer meetings so you know when I may be unavailable. Let me know if you have any pet peeves or things that are really important to you, and I will do my best to make that work for me.

As you can see, I also left the door wide open for him to tap me on things that might be interesting and challenging, and I asked him to be a guidepost to keep me on track. It is important to have an open and honest relationship with your boss and your peers so that you can set expectations and open the door for new things. You need to tell them what you like to do, what you are great at, and what motivates you. Of course, it starts with being clear with yourself. And you need to tell them what matters most in the reward system. For me, actions speak louder than words. I like a boss who rewards and also coaches when it matters. Working for someone who cannot have conversations like these with me or be as responsive to my needs as I am to theirs is a non-starter. Working relationships have to be balanced to work and should never be one sided.

You must tell your boss, team leaders, or partners who you are, what you are all about, and what is acceptable to you in a working partnership for that partnership to work, no exceptions. If you are a star player, any good leader will be eager to serve you as well as you want to serve them.

One thing that I have always been clear about with my bosses, starting from my very first job, is that money is just as important to me as it is to any of the men or other people in the organization. Some men think that women don’t need as much money as men because they assume you are one of two paychecks in your family. I made sure early on that my boss knew money was a top motivator for me, and I asked for raises when I felt I was not being paid equal to men in the same level position.

A trap many people fall into at work is that if they love their work and they love their boss, they may never turn work off. I can go into that mode when I am in the zone, when things are either working really well or in problem-solving mode, and I am so pumped with adrenalin that the work is easy and flowing. During these times it doesn’t even feel like work because my creativity is off the charts and I am being amazingly productive. When I am in the zone, or as some would say in a flow state, everything around me disappears for a while and I am focused like a laser on work.

These are great times and work feels like a natural high, but it can get addictive. You have to be careful when you are working like this over days, weeks, or even a month that you take time to recharge and give yourself time away from work—not just the place of work, but get your mind off work and onto something else. You need to allow yourself to recharge.

A lot has been written recently about the millennial or “generation me,” who have not bought into the concept of wanting to work hard, throwing themselves into their jobs, and losing sight of family and friends. They don’t buy into the giving-it-your-all approach at work, meaning long hours and many missed social or family events, to have a great career. There will be shifting values at companies that want to attract this new breed of worker. And this can only be good for us all.

My philosophy is that you sign up for whatever ride you want at work. You can be on the fast track and give it your all, or you can sign up to treat work as one of the things in your life but not the most important thing. But these life choices entail first recognizing the tradeoffs and not fooling yourself into thinking that you can work at a 9-to-5 pace, never do overtime or be available after hours or ever stretch yourself, and still be on the fast track to a big career.

Career acceleration takes many hours of work, undeniable expertise and skill, as well as a great base of relationships and above all else resilience and self-discipline. That means a few nights out with the team or your customers to build lasting relationships, spending extra hours after work getting your project cleaned up for a presentation the next day, getting back to your colleagues who are looking for answers after hours or early mornings, and being accessible if necessary in global time zones. This does not mean, on the other hand, 24-7 work all the time; no one survives that pace. It does mean being there and delivering when it matters even if you must work some weekends or nights. The trick, as we discussed in Chapter 9, is to balance this effort with taking time for yourself during the normal work day when you can to have an early dinner with family or friends, do homework with the kids, or simply have some downtime to recharge.

Set your course, set your pace, and be realistic about both personal and work demands. Most importantly, expect to get out what you put into work, not just in terms of effort but in terms of your personal best. If you choose work that you love or can grow to love, you will probably want to do it for many hours, and it will not feel like work. If you want to have a balanced life with equal emphasis on family, friends, and personal interests and still have a good career, then choose work that you love and that doesn’t put you in a hyper accelerated mode that never stops.

By all means, don’t do a start-up or your own business because a start-up is the opposite of balanced. It becomes your life, and there is little room for anything else.

It is also important to time your work choices appropriately for the level of investment you want to make at given times. The good news is you can make different choices at differ stages of your life. Just make sure if you are going from one mode to another you tell everyone that is what you want to do.


Creating Inspired Success for Yourself and Others

Going back to what I discussed in earlier chapters, how you look at situations in life, including obstacles, barriers, or bias, rests on your operating model. Are you operating from a state of love or fear? I live my life seeking happiness, joy, and humor in just about everything, and I try to stay away from the drama of branding people at work or labeling people in life as enemies or foes or even good guys and bad guys.



People are just people, and we are all living in the world trying the best we can to get what we want out of life. Some are lost and not able to find what they want. They feel disempowered, fearful, or resentful, and they are stuck. Others are more optimistic and tend to see the light in any tunnel. If you take the time to understand who you are dealing with at any time and adjust your approach, you can be successful with them.

Making it clear to others you are working with that you are there for mutual success and not just getting what you want can create a more productive result in almost any situation. In every work relationship, I always seek to offer a value proposition before I pitch what I want because relationships can’t be one-sided. You have to make people feel comfortable. Part of that is communicating that wherever you’re going, it’s going to be good for them. If they participate in your career, the result will be good for them, and they know you will be there for them in just the same way when they need you. If you want people to participate in any relationship or any partnership, then everyone has to be able to take something from it and prosper.

When you are dealing with biases—racial bias or gender bias—the first rule of order is to be open to people, other ideas, other thoughts, and differences, and to respect them and find the value in them. After you get to know someone it’s hard to maintain a prejudice. In work, if you are that open, respectful kind of person, you will always be on the leading edge of things because people will always want to share information that benefits you.

Sometimes, people get caught up in events and forget that we are all human, and there’s no real enemy. The only real enemy is yourself. There are few exceptions to that at the end of the day. You can always find common ground if you search for it. Although there are extremists in the world and people who are off the grid, they are the exceptions. Most of what you’ll encounter in your life is not like that.

To use these empowered, proactive techniques with work and obstacles, you need to approach life with a pure and heart-felt positive attitude. You need to live on the love side of the continuum. Part of keeping yourself positive, grounded, and balanced, is not focusing on things that you don’t like and can’t impact. What I focus on in my life—and I know negative events and attitudes are out there—are the positive and inspirational things. I focus on what needs my attention and what I can fix. I also don’t focus too much on the problem. Instead, I focus on the solution.

I try to give everyone and everything the benefit of the doubt. When you are dealing with other people’s biases and attitudes, stay open long enough—don’t form an opinion immediately—so you can really understand what is going on. Stay curious and open-minded. This goes back again to choosing an operating model based on love rather than fear and letting that formulate the way that you look at life and others. An operating model based on love drives you to be open, curious, inspirational, and creative. It opens up doors and partnerships in life. It fuels connections because people enjoy being around people with a positive attitude. People will talk with you about the interesting things they are doing and will talk about you in positive ways. They will celebrate your successes and help you achieve things just because they feel a personal connection to your success.

Being how you want to be every day—and continually working towards that—involves not allowing yourself to be dragged into the mire of negative thinking and problems that surround us and that you can’t have an impact on. It serves no purpose. If you’re going to focus on a problem, then focus on the solution to the problem and be part of the solution. And drive it with inspiration and love.

If you feel fear about something—recognize it for what it is and don’t let it drive you. Put it to rest by looking at what is causing the fear, and then do something to mitigate it. Fear brings out the worst in us. It limits our dreams, challenges our self-image, makes us behave badly, and freezes us from doing anything great or special. Given that all of us fear something, use it instead to motivate yourself to improve, push your limits, or build your confidence, or just get real about where you are at the moment ... and then move on!

Self- leadership is all about making the decision to be empowered and to take a proactive approach to obstacles through thoughtful self-discipline and self-management. This is your choice in life and from my experience, it is a very good choice indeed!
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Wake up early and exercise.
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visualize outcomes for the day.

Check emails for issues or important information.
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plan that day.

Engage in conference calls with key stakeholders and size
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