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INTRODUCTION



Scott sits four feet across from me, a look of pained recognition in his eyes, and he appears nauseated. His annual salary is somewhere north of a million dollars (not including bonus). He owns three homes, never flies commercial, and commands the faithful service, perhaps even respect, of twenty-four hundred employees. At this very minute, though, this CEO looks as if he is quite literally about to throw up. I wish I could tell you it’s the first time I’ve witnessed such a moment.


“I’ve been blinded by my ambition,” he says in a voice that is both biting and resigned. “Last night, when you had me examine my deepest values and examine how I’ve lived my life, it hit me like a freight train. I now realize that I’ve been hiding from the truth all along. I’ve been so eager to get to the top that I neglected the people and compromised the causes that meant the most to me. In a sense, I sold my soul. According to what I thought I wanted, I achieved it all. I’m pretty much on top of the world. But according to what I really feel matters to me—my family, my health, my relationships—I’ve failed. To be honest, I’ve known for a long time that at some level, what I was chasing was futile.”


Then this man, this winner at all things, abruptly goes quiet—mystified, stunned, disillusioned.


Scott’s profound realization occurred on Day 2 of a two-and-a-half-day workshop, one we’ve been conducting for fifteen years at the Human Performance Institute (HPI), a company I cofounded in 1992 with famed biomechanics researcher Jack Groppel. At HPI, we specialize in helping individuals and teams perform at the highest possible levels in high-stress environments. I’ve had many of these encounters with high achievers before, in both the world of sport, where I had the privilege of working with sixteen world number ones, and the world of business, where I counseled countless executives. All felt an irresistible need to confess that for years they had been chasing things that lack value. Seduced by a false promise of happiness, they devoted most of their energy to things that weren’t very fulfilling. As a result, while they had successfully achieved most, if not all, of the key indices of success in our society—power, status, beauty, fame, money, and other material wealth—somehow, feelings of dissatisfaction and disillusionment persisted.


This book is not going to be a book about the evils of money, status, and other “superficial” markers of achievement. I will not suggest that you reject material things, creature comforts, luxury, a nice home, beautiful cars, or titles of prominence (whether that title be CEO or Wimbledon champion). Anyone familiar with my work over the years—virtually an entire career devoted to trying to help people accomplish great things—would find it quite incongruous for me to write a book explicitly assaulting the value of personal achievement.


The problem, as I’ve come to see it with ever-increasing clarity, is how the blind pursuit of external achievement can, even when successful, result in profound emptiness for all of us. Years of work with superstars, high achievers, and otherwise rich and famous clients have profoundly affected my understanding of achievement motivation and goal setting. I’ve witnessed that it is not just Scott the CEO millionaire who feels as I’ve described him feeling, not just the Olympic gold medalist who wonders “Is that all there is?” Nor is it only the C-suite executive, the partner at a big law firm, or the Ivy League graduate who feels dissatisfied despite the outward success. It’s also the salesperson, the middle manager, the nurse, or the stay-at-home mom or dad who often suffers a similar plight. Why is that? Because the system that stirs these feelings is one that we all helped to create—leaders, managers, coworkers, coaches, teachers, and parents. It’s especially troubling that the roots of this system run so deep and wide that our children can’t help but drink from the same well: They are being nurtured in such a way that many of them will suffer much the same lack of fulfillment that so many of their parents do.


In our work with thousands of clients, my colleagues and I have noted that it seems almost not to make a difference how much the individual earns or how apparently nice his or her home is. Does it really matter that Julie earns ten times what Earl earns, if the emptiness experienced by each is the same? What matters is the goals one has pursued—both the sacrifices one has made to achieve them and the obsessiveness (even addictiveness) with which one has pursued them—and the intrinsic satisfaction one has received from the pursuit.* And we have found that in most cases our clients are operating under assumptions about the personal return on their achievements that have not only failed to work but, astonishingly, have never even been properly vetted.


Ponder these if-then statements for their inherent promise:


If I summit Mount Everest, then I’ll feel like I’m someone special.


If I win an Olympic medal, then I’ll finally be happy with myself.


If I graduate from an Ivy League school, then it will give me the self-confidence I need to be successful in life.


If I finally get my medical degree, then it will all have been worth it.


If I get that next promotion, I’ll finally feel like a success as a leader.


If I buy a home in my dream neighborhood, then I’ll be someone.


If I finally get out from under all this financial pressure, then my happiness will improve significantly.


If I write a best-selling book, then I’ll be a success.


I’ll be someone. I’ll feel good about myself. I’ll have value. I’ll be a success.


We believe such positive feelings are achievable through external achievements like these because various promises have been made to us, relentlessly, from earliest memory. Achievement is viewed as the foundation for a successful life, for stable self-esteem, for fulfillment, and for living a life of significance and meaning.


All of that would be wonderful except for one thing.


These promises are all false.


Most of us have been adhering to measures of achievement that, when we really stop to think about them, don’t matter to us. Or they matter to us disproportionately. A simple analysis would reveal that the benefit we get from the achievement by itself may not nearly be worth the energy and time we invest—or, as well-being experts Ed Diener and Robert Biswas-Diener memorably said about money, “Income appears to buy happiness, but the exchange rate isn’t great.”


If what matters most is not the actual winning or achievement in and of itself, then what does truly matter? It has something to do with the goals you choose, of course, because each goal has consequences. But to my mind, what truly matters most—and these are the questions I’ve obsessed over, studied, explored, and tried to articulate for the past three decades of my career and life—is this: Who do you become as a result of the pursuit of your goals? Who have you become as a consequence of the chase?


I WAS AS GUILTY AS anybody of chasing achievement. I defined myself by my job and the money I was making. Had someone asked me who I was without those things, I would have had no answer. As with the overwhelming majority of my clients, my life had been an achievement race to secure a sense of personal value. As with so many of them, much of my value became linked to external markers of success. If I work with famous people, then I must be someone special. If the world’s best athletes request my services, then I must be someone of value. If I build my own successful business, then I must be a success as a person.


But the more I listened to my successful clients, the more I noticed something very odd: Their impressive achievements and the satisfaction reaped from them were usually not related. The chase itself had become obsessive, devoid of lasting enjoyment or fulfillment. Regardless of the size of the external win, the person’s sense of satisfaction never changed much. This insight would have profound implications for me.


I learned that when achievement fails to deliver the anticipated satisfaction and fulfillment, it’s typical to conclude that the fulfillment void was due to the fact that one simply didn’t achieve enough. You need to push harder and achieve more—more money, more titles, more power, more tangible indices of success.


Tragically, the push to achieve can itself become an addiction, and like an addict, you’re only as good as your last achievement fix. The result is protracted frustration and disillusionment.


“WHAT THE HELL IS wrong with me . . . I’m the number one tennis player on earth, and yet I feel empty . . . I’ve had the wrong goals.” I literally came out of my chair when I read these words from Andre Agassi’s startlingly frank and insightful autobiography, Open. The words were almost verbatim what we’ve heard from the countless high achievers in our programs. When I came upon Andre’s confession, “I’ve been let in on a dirty little secret: winning changes nothing,” my heart nearly jumped out of my chest. I’d found it! The tersest expression of the truth I’d been witnessing throughout my professional life: External achievement, in and of itself, will not and cannot fill the basic needs we have as human beings.


That Andre was the one to express these sentiments should not have surprised me. I was first introduced to him at the Nick Bollettieri Tennis Academy, when he was fourteen years old. I was responsible for the mental training of the two hundred plus players residing there. Of all the students, Andre was, hands down, my least favorite: suspicious, sarcastic, obstinate, distant, guarded, angry, rebellious. His personal style made him an exceptional challenge to teach. Was he gifted? Ridiculously so, with amazingly fast feet and hands and quick eyes. Everyone in tennis knew he had the raw physical talent to become a successful playing professional. Would he, though? That was a different matter. So many personal barriers stood between him and the realization of his vast potential. His childhood and adolescence were marked by deep, almost constant psychological pain. His father demanded things that made Andre constantly anxious and guilty. He felt psychologically off-balance always. Not in control. Unsafe.


At sixteen, Andre turned pro, eventually rising to number one in the world. He would forge one of the great careers in tennis history, winning eight Grand Slam singles titles (including the career Grand Slam) and an Olympic gold medal, as well as twice helping the U.S. to win the Davis Cup.


Given his astonishing accomplishments, if success breeds happiness, then Andre should have been the poster child for fulfillment. Sadly, the achievements hardly mattered at all to him. As his candid words convey, he gained no pleasure, no sense of fulfillment or peace from the majority of his celebrated tennis feats—even though he believed he should: “I try to talk myself out of [doom]. I tell myself that you can’t be unhappy when you have money in the bank and own your own plane.”


In 1997, at a point in his career when Andre was noted more for his unfulfilled promise than for his achievement, his world ranking slipped, then slipped some more, until he finally sank all the way to 141. He tried crystal meth and failed a drug test administered by the Association of Tennis Professionals. When the ATP alerted him to the positive test, he lied to them, claiming in a letter that he’d accidentally ingested a spiked drink at a party.


And then, at his lowest, Andre had the courage to reinvent himself. What made his reinvention special, what made it work for him, was jettisoning the “wrong goals” (as he wrote) and replacing them with new goals that would sustain him, regardless of whether he ever won another Grand Slam or tournament. He had been thinking about such a new goal for a while. “This is the only perfection there is, the perfection of helping others. This is the only thing we can do that has any lasting value or meaning. This is why we’re here. To make each other feel safe.” When he finally determined his own grand purpose in life and followed it, he had the persistence and focus to turn his life around. When he re-purposed his tennis to “help others feel safe,” a transformation occurred. The game which he had always hated became a priceless gift. Now, while still ostensibly pursuing external achievements, he had established a completely different mind-set for doing so.


He could now leverage the fame and money from tennis to fulfill his grand purpose. What that meant for Andre was starting a charter school for disadvantaged kids. The distance Andre traveled from a troubled, confused, self-absorbed, fragile teenager to the man he has become, finally able to link tennis with his core purpose, is a remarkable journey, one I will document toward the end of the book. It’s important to understand that Andre Agassi was not alone in this high-performance achievement trap. Nearly all of us, superstars or not, struggle at some level to resolve this agonizing personal crisis.


TO BETTER UNDERSTAND HOW the insights and recommendations contained in this book came to be, I need to give you a little historical perspective. Every year, more than two thousand high-achieving executives go through our multiday executive course. A significant component of the training is having each person create a document that describes as precisely as possible his or her life mission (we call it the Ultimate Mission in our training). We also ask our clients to write about their “best selves,” when they are most proud of who they are. Analysis of both of these documents over many years has provided real insight into the value orientations of large numbers of executives. Perhaps most intriguing was our discovery that the things that executives most valued in themselves related to the way they interacted and connected with others. Issues of integrity, caring for others, trustworthiness, compassion, kindness, and humility invariably topped the list. Issues of fame, money, power, status, titles, material possessions, etc., rarely made the cut. Also interesting was our finding that virtually every Ultimate Mission crafted by the executives was about extending their sphere of influence. A successful life was contingent on how they connected and contributed to the lives of others. These responses led us directly to the doorstep of character.


This fundamental insight got us to rethink how achievement should be positioned in people’s lives. Rather than an end in itself, it becomes a means to an end, a vehicle for building ethical strengths of character that do in fact produce enduring feelings of worthiness, fulfillment, and life satisfaction. For us at the Institute, all external achievements can become re-purposed to build character strengths that define success in the most important sense. By doing so, an entirely new scorecard takes form that defines winning in terms of the way one interacts with others. This is what is meant by ethical character. When executives win with character, not only will they build a leadership legacy that lasts, they will experience enduring feelings of fulfillment and satisfaction.


THIS BOOK OFFERS A real solution to the achievement trap plaguing legions of people in today’s high-stress, demanding world. This solution, which is both novel and research-based, takes the reader into the very heart of character development and links it to the world of achievement motivation in a way that produces stunning, immensely practical insights.


As our clients have discovered, something magical happens when the achievement of an extrinsic goal, like becoming VP or general manager, or hitting the twenty-year mark at your company, is redefined to become an opportunity to build specific strengths of character that reside at the epicenter of one’s grand purpose for living. The addiction, emptiness, and chronic dissatisfaction begin to dissolve into longed-for feelings of worthiness, fulfillment, and well-being. And equally exciting has been our discovery that not only does one get a positive, enduring personal return for the energy invested in the pursuit of the achievement, but one actually starts performing at higher levels as well. Happier, more fulfilled people, I have learned, perform better under conditions of high stress than those who are not. It’s clearly a win-win-win situation. Achieving with character is a win for you, a win for your employer, and a big win for the broader world in which you live.


There are many scorecards in life, and the first part of this book explores how society’s scorecard has become the de facto scorecard for so many of us, why this happens, and why it leaves us feeling so empty. The second part of the book details how to create your own scorecard, with provocative exercises to get you going. The third part of the book applies character building to the worlds of business, sport, and parenting. The fourth part of the book explores the stories of several people who have gotten their story about achievement right, and how that has made all the difference.


Changing the scorecard, as this book will show, changes everything.





PART I

THE FALSE PROMISE OF ACHIEVEMENT






1

A Parade of Failed Promises



We are never deceived; we deceive ourselves.


—GOETHE


Let’s get right to it. What are the failed promises that fuel the achievement disillusionment? There are many but here are four big ones:


Great achievements bring lasting happiness and fulfillment.


Great achievements lead to stable self-esteem.


Great achievements build strong character.


Great achievements define the foundation for a successful life.


To begin our understanding of how such promises are flawed, let’s start at the end.


Imagine a moment in the twilight of life. If you were casting a backward glance, what might a life of true success, triumph, and meaning look like? I’m continually astonished at how well people answer this question, and more astonished still at how well many of even the teenagers we’ve worked with respond to it. Putting aside lame excuses and shallow reasoning, an accurate, though potentially quite painful, assessment emerges. By doing this exercise, you can start to determine if the investments you’re making today and tomorrow give you the best chance of arriving at the end of your life in a way you envisioned.


Go ahead. Take yourself to the end of your life. The truth, good or bad, is there.


Now come back to the present moment.


Get a pencil. Rank-order from 1 to 10 the values you most want your life to reflect. This is your vision, the most personal of visions.


______wealth (the amount of money you have)


______material possessions (how much stuff you’ve acquired)


______family (however you define it)


______social status (job titles, awards, trophies, certifications, degrees)


______health (physical, mental, and emotional)


______power (how many people you control)


______ethical character (your expression toward others of love, kindness, honesty, generosity, gratitude, etc.)


______fame (how many people know you)


______attractiveness (the importance of looking good, beauty, etc.)


______performance at work (your competence and mastery)


Now consider the time and energy you’ve invested over the last several years, and rank these values from 1 to 10 based on how much time and energy you’ve actually invested in each.


______wealth


______material possessions


______family


______social status


______health


______power


______ethical character


______fame


______attractiveness


______performance at work


Are the rankings on the two lists identical? Are they similar? Is there alignment between what you say is important in your life and your actual life?


On which of these items do you expend the most energy? Which items are you likelier to reference, consciously or not, to validate how you’re doing in life?


If you died tomorrow, would you be okay with how you made out these lists, the extent to which they aligned, and what they say about how you lived your life?


Week after week, year after year, high achievers from nearly every walk of life—business, sport, medicine, military—come through one of our programs and confront the misalignment in their lives and are shocked at what they find. In one way or another, most people realize that they are not living the life they aspire to live.


WHILE REACHING THE TOP OF THE WORLD, I LOST MY NOSE AND MY FAMILY NEARLY LOST ME


Why does someone climb Mount Everest? To be able to say one has set foot on the highest point on earth? To push up against one’s physical limits or extend them? To cross off another item on one’s bucket list?


Does one attempt to summit Mount Everest to feel omnipotent? To feed an unquenchable thirst for achievement?


Or does one climb it, as it’s often said with a shrug of the shoulders, simply because it’s there?


I would suggest two very fundamental reasons many people attempt such feats:


•   Visible achievements represent the most salient evidence that we were here on planet Earth. (“We are born with the powerful urge to have an effect on and master our environment,” write A. J. Elliot, H. A. McGregor, and T. M. Thrash.)


•   The acclaim, prestige, fame, wealth, power, and more that result from such achievements are markers that society values, and being valued in this way makes us feel good.


Texas pathologist Beck Weathers barely and famously survived the deadliest day in Mount Everest’s history—May 11, 1996, when eight climbers died during summit attempts. Weathers lost his right hand, part of his right arm, all the fingers on his left hand, parts of both feet, and his nose, which was reconstructed with tissue from his ear and forehead. Here’s his perspective on what’s behind his, and many others’, wish to climb Mount Everest, or complete any similar achievement conquest: “So much of our society is driven to succeed and to have that kind of single-minded focus that brings success. You think, from the business side, I’m doing it for my family, [but] it’s a great rationalization, I’ve used it myself many times. But the fact is that’s how you live life, that’s your pattern of behavior, and it’s very difficult to slow down long enough to examine that. . . . That’s the part that rarely gets told.” The pursuit of Everest, Weathers has said, was a “monkey on my back.” To expel that monkey, was it okay for him to be absent from the people he supposedly cared about, to “force them to make a life for themselves”? Was getting the monkey off his back, or trying to, a worthwhile tradeoff for his nose, several other body parts, and the “destroyed . . . relationships” with those who mattered to him?


I don’t suggest that there is never a good reason to climb Mount Everest; there absolutely is. I am suggesting that the reason behind the pursuit should be examined far more closely. In the words of Weathers, “That’s the part that rarely gets told.” If people took a closer look, they would be shocked by what they found, would abandon the pursuit instantly, and replace it with the quest for something the motivation for which stands up to any level of scrutiny.


Similarly, why does one give so much time and energy to succeed at an incredibly demanding job? Why does one pursue fame? Why does one work extra hard all weekend for several years to save the money to buy one’s dream house or spend endless hours watching one’s child practice and compete at a sport? Why does one work so hard to get one’s golf handicap under 10 or work nights and weekends for several years to earn an advanced degree?


As I said: There are good reasons to do these things. But we always need to ask ourselves why we’re investing so much time and energy in the activities that consume most of our waking lives—questions like:


•   When is the price of a goal attainment too high? What’s the potential cost to you or others for the achievement?


•   Is the sacrifice that goes into the pursuit justified in terms of what really matters?


•   If, as a consequence of the pursuit, you pay an incredibly steep price, perhaps even the ultimate price—compromise your character, lose your family, lose your health, lose your life—will that be okay? Can you still justify going after that goal?


•   When is the payoff not worth the price?


•   How far will you go to achieve your goal?


•   How much control do you have over realizing your achievement?


•   Do you like who you are becoming as a consequence of the pursuit?


•   Why are you seeking this achievement?


•   What will happen to you and others if you fail?


“If you’re going to pursue a dream, that’s good—if it’s a good dream,” said Weathers after his life-changing catastrophe. “Simply getting excited about going into a place like Everest is not a sufficient reason to be there.” Your dream may be intrinsically driven—to climb Mount Everest simply for the enjoyment of the adventure—but have you fully considered the potential consequences of the pursuit? And consider something else: Are you pursuing a dream that you chose or one that society has chosen for you?


What matters aren’t the markers that society values. “It’s not the mountain we conquer, but ourselves,” said Sir Edmund Hillary who, with Tenzing Norgay, became the first human to summit Everest. No one aspires to have descriptions etched onto their tombstones that speak to their extrinsic success. HERE LIES THE 30TH RICHEST MAN IN AMERICA . . . Is that really the epitaph one intends to leave behind?


What matters is that first list you rank-ordered a couple of pages ago. Where did wealth, power, social status, etc., rank when everything else was considered?


A TRAGIC TRADE-OFF


One thing that matters is being alive, healthy, and present.


Normally I would not write such an obvious sentence. Being any and all of those three things would seem the trademark of any “winner.” But apparently it is not so obvious, if you go by the way so many people treat their physical selves. An alarming 40 percent of corporate executives are clinically obese. People never shut down from their exhausting lives long enough truly to recharge, which prevents them from working, enjoying, and generally existing at the highest level. They barely allow themselves even the smaller breaks necessary throughout the day for proper functioning or even eating well. The trade-off for many people is clear, if unspoken: My excellent job or career allows me to give my family/loved ones and myself a good life. In return for this, I am willing to sacrifice my physical health, pleasure in the moment, and perhaps even some years of life on the back end.


Is that not ironic? You do all of this for your family . . . yet you may end up unable to participate in their lives because of your poor health! If it’s important to you to be judged a good parent or life partner—as it implicitly seems to be for any person who makes the above trade-off—then how exactly do you earn a decent grade if you are dead and gone for the many years while the kids are growing up?


When highly successful executives from all over the world come to HPI and start comparing their priority lists versus their reality lists, as you did a few pages ago, when they apply their well-honed business skills and thinking to the “business of them,” a torrent of emotions typically engulfs them—embarrassment, anger, betrayal of others and of themselves, resentment, disillusionment. Such glaring misalignments in their business world would never be tolerated. Yet somehow, in the area of their life that matters most, the misalignments are given a free pass. The keen, no-nonsense thinking that comprises an indispensible part of their business judgment isn’t sufficiently summoned to evaluate the bottom-line reality of their personal lives.


It’s always intriguing to hear our clients attempt to rationalize the discrepancy between how they want to live lives based on their deepest values and how they actually live them. Invariably they shock themselves with their flawed, flimsy logic. A common attempt goes like this: “I’m still young enough, I’ve got time to work all this out. I can’t do it right now, but as soon as my life settles down a little, I’ll get to the personal stuff.”


Think about that. How will the loss of your physical health compromise executing on many of your highest priorities according to that earlier list? If we are willing to invest time and energy in our career and our home, should we not also be willing to invest energy in our body and mind, given that they take precedence over just about everything else?


POSTPONING JOY UNTIL . . . NEVER?


In a 2010 TEDxSydney lecture on work-life balance, business leader and author Nigel Marsh gave his spot-on summation of the thought process of many, many people: “I’ll have a life when I retire, when my kids have left home, when my wife has divorced me, my health is failing, I’ve got no mates or interests left.” The line gets a big laugh.


This book speaks, first, to the failure of certain types of achievement to bring a sense of enduring meaning, and second, to the failure of achievement to generate joy in the moment. So many people postpone joy until they have achieved. Too often, though, that moment refuses to come. There’s no finish line that tells us, finally, that this particular pursuit is over and now—now—is the time to savor it. So we tell ourselves, “Okay, I’ll experience happiness at the next summit—really.” But if you ever say to yourself, “I’ll be happy when . . . ,” then you can be certain you won’t ever feel truly happy: You have the equation backward. The happiness mind-set is faulty—if the accomplishment lacks enduring intrinsic value, or if it’s viewed largely as an acquired commodity, not a process, then that happiness is unlikely to come. Ever.


A few years ago, a man in one of our HPI programs raised his hand to tell his story. He was well built, and I knew from his preprogram questionnaire that he was training to be a life coach. “I had it completely wrong,” he started boldly, “because from a very young age I bought into the idea that you have to succeed before happiness can come. So I had to experience some kind of demonstrable success. I committed to my goal: win a world championship in boxing. I told myself that if I ever could achieve that, I would be happy because it would mean I was a success in life. Thanks to that belief, I maintained my dedication to the goal, through all my competitions, at every level along the way. I was obsessed. All I could think was that I was going to be someone. Everything else was subverted to that goal. Lo and behold, one day I won a world title. The happiness I felt was unimaginable. Just sensational. But it wasn’t exactly what I thought it would feel like; it wasn’t profound. Actually, it was more relief than joy. And then what joy I did have went away very quickly. For two weeks I sat in my home with this huge trophy and realized that nothing had really changed. I didn’t feel very different. The thing I’d been chasing since my adolescence had not transformed me. I felt as if I’d been cheated.


“Then I had a thought: Could it be that I was feeling this way because I was lucky to win the title? Yeah, maybe that was it. Winning the title once could easily have been a fluke.


“You won’t believe what I did the next morning: I got up and started training to win the title again. You can get lucky once, I thought. Winning it twice can’t possibly be luck. No one could doubt you then. All my despair about my lack of satisfaction after winning the title—gone, now that I had a new goal. If I did it twice, I would be somebody, without question. I started training like a maniac again.”


I’ve heard a version of this tale from far too many people to count—world-class athletes, executives, mid-level employees in large companies, business owners, doctors and others in medicine. For example: I didn’t feel much satisfaction from completing my master’s degree, but I know I will when I get my doctorate; I know I’ll feel better about my life when I finally make partner . . . when I finally pass the bar . . . when I earn my CPA; I can’t really feel good about myself with a world tennis ranking of 106 . . . when I crack the top 50, I’ll start feeling like a success and can really start enjoying my career. (She did in fact crack the top 50 . . . and nothing changed.) . . . When I finally get the debt off my back, I can start truly enjoying life . . . one day soon I’ll be completely free of financial pressure and can do what makes me happy. (He sold his business, eliminated all debt, and suddenly became quite wealthy. . . . Within eight months, because of his intense unhappiness, he bought another business, sank deep into debt, and again began his search for happiness and fulfillment.) In his excellent book The High Price of Materialism, psychologist Tim Kasser writes, “Before Silicon Graphics, [Netscape founder Jim] Clark said a fortune of $10 million would make him happy; before Netscape, $100 million; before Healtheon, a billion; now, he [says], ‘Once I have more money than Larry Ellison, I’ll be satisfied.’ Ellison, the founder of the software company Oracle, is worth $13 billion.”


Such stories remind me of the optical illusion where you look in the center, and it’s corkscrewing down and appears to be moving toward something but never gets there. It’s endless. It’s a trap. The trap. The reason so many people suffer through these cycles of Pursuit > Achievement > Dissatisfaction > More Pursuit to Chase Away the Dissatisfaction, ad nauseam, is a fundamentally toxic problem with a certain type of achievement—extrinsic achievement—and the promise of joy and fulfillment it dangles before our eyes. Goals are about the future. But joy is experienced in the present. We use the past to learn, the future to prepare, the present to live. When we lose the present, we lose our lives and all sense of joy.


Here’s a very powerful way to become more focused on the present and to avoid constantly postponing happiness until the world around you improves: Simply ask yourself, “If this is as good as it will get for me, how can I find a way to enjoy this time in my life, this very moment, as it exists right now, without change?”


The future always holds more promise of joy and fulfillment than the present. Goals are structures that organize our preparation for the future, but they rarely, if ever, teach us how to love life here and now. Thus the chasing of goals, success, and triumph means, necessarily, either the postponement of joy until that goal is accomplished or experiencing joy in the pursuit itself. The former is the Puritan ethic gone berserk. It’s an old story, of course, an ancient story—think of the dad in Harry Chapin’s heartbreaking ballad “Cat’s in the Cradle” who is so fixated on the future and getting things accomplished that he finally finds the time to be with his son only when the son is unable and unwilling to; or the story of Gene O’Kelly, the late chairman/CEO of KPMG, whose company I led in several workshops, who did not fully get the point of it all until he was diagnosed with terminal brain cancer and was told he had mere months to live. Just how many people out there are obsessed with achieving the next thing, and the one after that? How many people—maybe you?—are, as we speak, so tethered to the future that they are missing it all—the connection to people, the beauty of life, and just about everything that really matters?


Here’s one of the major problems with so many of the goals that society has deemed worthy of pursuit: There’s always a gap between where you are and where you want to go. This is precisely what generates the vicious cycle of “No matter what I do or achieve, it is never good enough.” If, however, the pursuit of your goals is satisfying in itself, then the dissatisfactions associated with achievement might just evaporate. “If work is inherently enjoyable,” writes Daniel Pink in his book Drive, “. . . then the external inducements at the heart . . . become less necessary.” This dynamic extends beyond work.


The sad truth, though, is that when people feel the emptiness of achievement, they take a “brute force” approach: I’ll just do more and more of this until it feels good. Amazingly few smart people instead stop to wonder:


Could it be that I’m chasing the wrong thing?


CONFLICTING VALUES: WHEN ACHIEVEMENT GOALS COLLIDE


It’s vital to get the motivation behind our achievements right, to know what exactly “winning” is supposed to do for us. What is that something that winning is really going to change? Achievement does not happen in a vacuum: Other things unfold during, and as a result of, our pursuit. Often the consequences are unintended and profound. An illuminating example of what I mean is captured in the following experience I once had:


About twenty years ago, not long after the reunification of West and East Germany, I flew into Berlin on a business trip. On the drive to my hotel I got to talking with the cabbie: I asked him how long he’d been driving (“my whole life,” he said), which part of Berlin he lived in (“the part that used to be East Berlin”). He’d experienced communism for most of his life and now, finally, he was getting a taste of a vastly different economic and political system. “I’ve experienced both sides of this with great intensity, yes, and so has my whole family,” he said.


“I would love to hear your comparison,” I said.


“Well, I’m a little reluctant to tell you because you’re an American.”


“That’s okay,” I assured him. “I’m really curious.”


“Well,” he said, “I didn’t have much before—a very modest house. My world was not very complicated. I never worried about feeding my children or having enough to live on. I felt like we’d be fine. I must tell you . . .” He trailed off.


“What?”


“Life was so much more enjoyable then.”


“In what way?”


“I had time. I didn’t have to race around. I didn’t wonder if I would make my house payment. I had rich relationships with people. Life seemed slower, more in the moment.”


I just nodded.


“I don’t know if I’d go back to the way it was,” he continued, “but now I just chase around, I worry all the time about my family, I have no time to spend with friends. I live in a much nicer home. Everything I do and get is of a higher quality, no question. Everything is so much nicer. We used to read about this, but it was not something we hungered for. Yes, I have freedom and I would never trade anything for that. But I long to enjoy my life more and have close, deep relationships the way I used to have. What I really want is to keep the freedom and, at the same time, connect to life as I once did.”
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