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DEDICATION

For all of you brave people determined to make a success of your lives, for your own good and the good of everyone. I admire and salute you!

And for the many readers of Be Your Own Life Coach and The 10-Minute Life Coach who have taken the time to write and tell me of your successes. Thank you for your generosity; you have inspired me and kept me motivated. More success to you!


This is the true joy in life, being used for a purpose recognised by yourself as a mighty one, being a true force of Nature instead of a feverish little clod of ailments and grievances complaining that the world will not devote itself to making you happy . . . I want to be thoroughly used up when I die. For the harder I work, the more I live. I rejoice in life for its own sake. Life is no brief candle for me. It’s a sort of splendid torch which I’ve got to hold up for the moment and I want to make it burn as brightly as possible before handing it on to future generations.

George Bernard Shaw
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Welcome TO THE 7 RULES OF SUCCESS



I have been thinking about success, about what it means and how you achieve it, for the last three years. During that time I have talked to the successful people whose stories appear in this book about how they do what they do.

I wanted to take the mystery out of success, to lay bare the thinking behind great achievement, and to expose the strategies and secrets of outstanding individuals. This is the core of The 7 Rules of Success. In the process I have been able to identify the 7 Rules that great modern achievers follow, the ones that you too can use to transform your life. All the achievers in this book follow all these rules, but I have selected four people for each rule who demonstrate it most forcefully.

Use this book as your success manual, your rulebook. If you apply the thinking, follow the strategies and adopt the behaviour suggested, you will experience the results. I believe that what you read here will prove invaluable to you in your quest for success, whatever that means to you, whatever age you are, in your journey through life. All you need to get started is a notebook to jot down responses to the questions I’m going to be asking you to answer – and an appetite for success.

The Meaning of Success

Earlier success guides have really just conflated success with having lots of money. The success they focused on was overwhelmingly material, a rags-to-riches guide. Given the times they were written in, this was entirely appropriate as their authors had often pulled themselves out of terrible poverty to achieve great wealth. They came mainly from the United States in the 1930s in the aftermath of the Great Depression and the years following the Second World War. Napoleon Hill’s Think and Grow Rich (1937) and Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People (1936), surely the bible for salesmen everywhere, sold in their millions. Then came Norman Vincent Peale’s The Power of Positive Thinking (1952), and W. Clement Stone’s Success Through a Positive Mental Attitude (1960). All are classic self-help guides, written for a generation raised on the American Dream of freedom through affluence.

Nowadays, we in the developed world enjoy greater prosperity and comfort than our forefathers could ever have imagined. We work fewer hours; we have more disposable income; we’re better educated and we are cushioned by a social welfare system that supports us from cradle to grave. We have really never had it so good. We should be the happiest generation in history. Yet we are not.

Happiness and Success

Depending on which study you look at, we are less happy than we were fifty years ago. Why is it that happiness levels have not risen in the past half-century, despite massive increases in personal and state wealth? Research suggests that once people reach an ‘adequate’ income, additional wealth rarely has any further positive effect on happiness or satisfaction. Even economists are pointing out that economic growth and prosperity cannot be read as indicators of happiness. This is what Andrew Oswald, Professor of Economics at Warwick University, said in May 2004:


The improvement in prosperity over the last thirty years has had no effect on reported levels of life satisfaction or happiness in the UK and that is quite remarkable. This is a serious challenge for policy makers as it appears to be very difficult to make people happy in the Western world.



Wealth has increased much faster than happiness partly because governments have striven to increase people’s spending power rather than taking a broader view of what makes them feel good. Richard Layard, a leading British economist and long-standing advisor to the Labour Government, has just published a book that asks: ‘What is the point of economic policy if not to make us generally happier?’ In Happiness: Lessons from a New Science he calls for a radical revision of public policy and suggests an emphasis away from wealth creation to happiness as the ultimate goal.

Our definition of what makes for a successful life is undergoing a re-evaluation. We are questioning the value of affluence achieved at the cost of our health and a shortened lifespan; or a working life so demanding that we neglect our children and feel drained of energy and joy. We are suspicious of an economic prosperity that may be unsustainable and destroys much of the planet for our children. We are increasingly uncomfortable with a lifestyle that relies on child labour and sweatshops in poorer countries.

We have come to prize time over money, knowing it’s the one thing we can never get back once it’s gone. We are beginning to reaffirm the importance of personal relationships and many of us long for a less driven, more relaxed way of life. I believe that there has been a fundamental shift in our attitude to success. It has been coming for a while and now its moment has truly arrived.

We are seeking fulfilment. We want a life less mundane and materialistic: more meaningful and significant. We want to choose our own fate, determine our own destiny, without restriction. Our post-war affluence has made us ambitious. More of us are better educated than ever before, our horizons extended, our aspirations limitless. Easy travel has made the planet a smaller place, widening our perspective, exposing us to other worlds and ways of life. Some will say this is the reason we are less content, more restless than our forefathers of fifty years ago. I say it’s the challenge of freedom and opportunity. This can be either a burden or a gift.

We are no longer willing merely to make a living, however lucrative. We are not content to do a job just so that later we’ll be able to afford to please ourselves. All of us are taking a close look inside to see what it is that we really want. And we live with the contemporary notion of personal responsibility: that the direction of our lives is down to us. We can create our own results. We don’t have to live the life we were born into, or the one we were schooled to follow. Life really is what you make it.

Modern psychology has taught us that we choose how we think. In the past, experts believed that we were pre-programmed in our early years and had little control over our thinking. Not any more. The good news is that we can choose to think that we are in charge of our destiny and alter our behaviour accordingly. We can decide to ramp-up our thinking to become more pro-active, enterprising, resourceful and dynamic.

Living an ideal life, based on our definition of success, is the name of the game. And the greatest stumbling block to accomplishing our dreams is always within.

Success Is Personal

Success is what you make it mean. It can also change over time. I am regularly confronted by wealthy individuals who enjoy all the status and trappings that come from being at the top of their professional tree, yet feel like losers. Why? Because they are leading a life that matches their parents’ dreams and aspirations, not one that feels right or fulfilling to them. Or because, unlike their peers who are prepared to put up with another five years of relentless work to achieve partnership and further prestige, they realise they cannot carry on faking commitment. Success nowadays is more personal than for any other generation. The trick is to figure out what success looks like to you and go after it. Keeping up with the neighbours is over.

More and more people are leaving highly-paid jobs to ‘downshift’ to a less frenetic way of life. Downshifting has become more than a dream for millions of people across the richest countries. Research by Datamonitor, the market analysts, estimates that 2.6 million Britons are downshifters, compared with 1.7 million in 1997 when, according to Polly Ghazi and Judy Jones in their book Downshifting, the ‘quiet revolt against the culture of getting and spending’ began. The movement is so well established that Datamonitor predicts we will have 3.7 million downshifters by 2007, part of a movement of 12 million people throughout Europe. Locked into the cycle of earning more in order to spend more seems increasingly meaningless to millions. In the US, downshifting is said to have the potential to bring about the most fundamental change in lifestyles since the Depression of the early 1930s. Whereas, previously, standards of living were assumed to be directly linked to quality of life, now people are actually choosing to earn less in order to do something more rewarding, or simply to have more time.

Success and Status

Modern success also means you can take jobs that were previously considered low-status, without losing status! Training colleges offering plumbing courses are being flooded with applications – many from graduates with good degrees, looking for a career change. Recently, at Leicester College, there were around four hundred applications for twenty places on the full-time NVQ plumbing course, while Hackney Community College in London received eight hundred applications for just thirty-five places on their four-year course. Some of the applicants had held jobs as accountants, stockbrokers or historians. Hackney College’s head of plumbing, Ken Daniels, said, ‘I’m not surprised people are switching from white-collar jobs. They see plumbing as a bit more creative and stress-free and relaxing . . . they are also more in control of their own destiny if they’re going to be self-employed.’ Success has never been more meritocratic.

Doing What You Love Is Still the Key

Success guides then and now are united in emphasising one rule above all others. That rule is to do what you love doing. Over sixty years ago Dale Carnegie said, ‘You never achieve success unless you like what you are doing.’ I agree, and so does every person I spoke to in researching this book. Regardless of the nature of their success, loving what they did was at the heart of everyone’s story. You’ll find this discussed in detail in Rule 1: Be Passionate. When your heart isn’t in something, it’s hard to do it well. Motivation, enthusiasm, energy and inspiration will all slump and you will never produce the results that you’re capable of. You’ll infect everyone around you and pull everything down, including the bottom line. This applies in particular to the work area of your life, but is true for any activity you engage in.

The belief that dreams are impossible to achieve prevents most people from getting what they want out of life. In fact, each one of us needs to check our thinking regularly for traces of restriction or resignation. To stay fully alive we need to remain alert to our passion to ensure that we still love what we do. Modern life means we can change direction and do something different with the next five years than we did with the last five. And the big advantage of staying awake to your passion is that you need never have a mid-life crisis, at any age!

The New Rules of Success

We need different rules for different times. We live in a different world from our parents and grandparents. Some of the rules you’ll find here fit with the spirit of our age, the cultural zeitgeist. They apply to our current life and times and would not have been so relevant a generation ago. For example, Rule 7: Be Generous takes into account our shift in thinking on what makes for a successful business. The ethics of a company now come under far greater scrutiny than ever before. Consumers can influence the profitability of a company by boycotting its products and services, or can even help to close it if they find its practices and policies distasteful.

The fifth rule, Inspire Others, reflects a more co-operative way of working as distinct from the old ‘them and us’ approach. Nowadays we want to feel included and a valued member of our organisation, and not just an employee. We want to be part of a winning team that’s doing something worthwhile. Our reward is a deeper satisfaction than a wage slip can offer. A successful venture or business must be able to inspire its supporters, members or employees to hold on to them and flourish.

So What Do Successful People Look Like Now?

A successful person isn’t simply one who is a millionaire by the age of 25, though that’s fine too, as you’ll see with Joe Dhinsa. Among the people I spoke to in the course of my research was Carmel McConnell who gave up a lucrative career to provide breakfast for inner-city schoolchildren, through her charity, the Magic Breakfast. Another way to think of success is to imagine someone having a bright idea and the guts to make it work and provide employment for others, as Tamara Hill-Norton has done with her Sweaty Betty chain of women’s sportswear shops. Then there’s Christina Noble, the mother who has saved the lives of thousands of Vietnamese street children. Success might mean living on less than £8,000 a year so that you are free to campaign against human rights abuses, as Peter Tatchell does. It could entail giving up a high-flying City career to follow your dream of having a flower shop, as Kally Ellis did. It means never giving up on yourself so that your umpteenth bright idea can still happen later in life, as with Simon Woodroffe and his brilliant Yo! Sushi restaurants. There again, a successful person might be someone like Chris Sade, who arrived in London at the age of 16 not knowing anyone and not speaking much English, took a job washing dishes and ended up on the board of the same company in his early thirties.

Success Is What Success Means to You

Over the pages that follow you’ll have time to discover and clarify what exactly success looks like to you. You’ll hear the wisdom and benefit from the experiences of fabulous individuals who, like me, are committed to your success. Listen to their stories and learn from their insights, experiences and achievements.

While searching for inner truth, you’ll also find brilliant tips and practical information – whether you want to fine-tune your life or get a brand-new one.

Let’s go!



1: Be PASSIONATE



P assion is the driving force behind every significant human achievement, from discovering the light bulb to defeating Hitler. A successful life has to be underpinned by passion, otherwise you are building your life on shaky foundations, which may well require restructuring later on. Some of the most unfulfilled and frustrated people I’ve ever come across have had everything money can buy but there’s still something missing. It’s called passion.

I’m not suggesting that we can ignore money. Clearly, providing for ourselves is an intrinsic part of a successful life and, as my brother Brian is wont to point out, it certainly helps when you go to the shops! However, in the hunt for happiness, money alone is not the answer. Study after study shows record levels of dissatisfaction with modern life. Young people, in particular, enjoying the highest living standards since records began, are often deeply miserable during the proverbial ‘best years of their lives’. Two-thirds of Britons aged between 18 and 35 feel depressed or unhappy, according to a major survey carried out a few years ago by analysts Publicis.

Another recently published study reports that eight out of ten young high-flyers in Britain are suffering a ‘quarter-life crisis’. They feel disillusioned by their jobs and are re-evaluating what they want from life. Ninety per cent of those questioned – men and women aged 25 to 35 – are seeking careers which would add purpose to their lives. Julia Middleton, chief executive of Common Purpose, the leadership development organisation which commissioned the report, said: ‘Emerging leaders want to make a good living, but they also want to make a difference . . . They will not stay with employers who do not support their efforts to find purpose in their lives . . . In an attempt to satisfy their longing to make a difference, they often drop out of their fast track or job-hop.’

There’s just no mistaking this change in our outlook. We want more out of life, and money can’t buy it. I believe that the key thing most of us are missing is passion.

To Be Happy, You Need to Be Passionate

A happy life is what we’re all after. What’s the secret? Is there a formula? One man who has spent thirty years and $30 million researching these questions is Martin Seligman, a psychologist at the University of Pennsylvania. He has worked out what he sees as a blueprint for happiness. He believes there are three routes to happiness, which he calls the ‘pleasant life’, the ‘good life’ and the ‘meaningful life’. The pleasant life sees superficial pleasures as the key to happiness, and it is this that many people mistakenly pursue. ‘The biggest mistake that people in the rich West make is to be enchanted with the Hollywood idea of happiness, which is really just giggling and smiling a lot,’ Seligman says. While a life bent on instant pleasure and gratification offers some degree of happiness, it is ultimately unsatisfying on its own.

Seligman believes that money isn’t the answer either. He reports that once we have enough to pay for life’s essentials such as food and a roof over our heads, more money adds little to our happiness.

To be seriously happy, Seligman says, we have to aim for the good life and the meaningful life. And here is the formula. You have to identify what he terms your ‘signature strengths’, your intrinsic talents and strengths, which could be anything from perseverance and leadership to an ability to entertain others. Using those strengths in our working and social life will help us achieve what he calls a good life.

But the most underrated of all, according to Seligman, is the meaningful life – devoting oneself to an institution or cause greater than oneself. In a now classic exercise Seligman calls ‘Philanthropy versus Fun’, psychology students in one of his classes undertook to engage in one pleasurable activity and one philanthropic activity, and write about both. The results, he claims, were ‘life-changing’. The afterglow of the fun activity (watching a film, eating ice cream) paled in comparison with the effects of the kind action (volunteering to work in a soup kitchen, helping at the school fair). The reason, Seligman suggests, is that kindness is a gratification. ‘It calls on your strengths to rise to an occasion and meet a challenge. Kindness . . . consists in total engagement and in the loss of self-consciousness.’

What Should I Do with My Life?

A sense of purpose brings passion into your life. It gives it meaning and you’ll avoid the quarter-life, mid-life or any other life crisis. The only good thing about a crisis is that at least it might get you thinking, but how much better to be aware of your purpose and be passionate about it without the angst! Aligning your purpose with your signature strengths is the sure-fire route to personal fulfilment and a successful life. Knowing that you’re living out your potential and fullest expression of yourself puts you in very good company as well. A sense of purpose is at the very top of the pyramid of personal fulfilment created by Abraham Maslow more than fifty years ago. Through his research, Dr Maslow discovered that those who feel purposeful are expressing the highest qualities that humanity has to offer.

The question ‘What should I do with my life?’ is at the heart of all our lives, one that I come across most frequently in talks and workshops. Often, people have been so driven or drained by the sheer pace of their lives that this is their only opportunity to think it through. They are caught up in the ‘too busy earning a living to get a life’ dilemma.

An enforced retreat from one’s life can provide the time for reflection that one is looking for. While it may not be your first choice, a prison sentence can give you that time out that you have failed to give yourself! I received a letter recently from James, 41, who is serving a four-year sentence for insider share dealing and whose enforced thinking time was proving invaluable. Life on the outside had been frantic as he had built up a successful career in property and finance, married and had two children. His career success had given him a tremendous standard of living.

When I heard from James, he was clear that he had committed a crime, was paying the price and was determined to put that time out to the best possible use. He was reading every motivational and self-help book ever written, and was taking an Open University degree in psychology. He had begun to coach his fellow inmates, using my first book, Be Your Own Life Coach, and was discovering a genuine talent for motivating and inspiring others to take responsibility and get to grips with their lives. He was encouraging men who had been imprisoned for fifteen years to take training courses and helping them figure out how they were going to ‘go straight’ after their release.

Intrigued, I went to visit him and saw that he had become the resident coach for the entire prison. New prisoners were directed to his cell so that he could influence them from the outset, while those nearing their release date worked intensively with him to plan their new lives. James explained how the United Kingdom has some of the worst re-offending rates in the world and that only the sort of personal coaching he was offering could change this. His vision was to work with me to bring this about and, in doing so, reduce the re-offending and crime rate throughout the country. The benefit to all of us is obvious. James was a superb example of someone using their strengths and talents to the full to achieve something meaningful, living a purpose-driven life. He was one of the best motivated and most passionate individuals I had ever met. And far happier and fulfilled than many, many people on the ‘outside’.

How ironic it is that in workshops I have often asked people what they would do if they were locked up in prison! It’s a great question to get you focused on what’s really important to you and what your signature strengths are. In a moment, I’ll talk you through an exercise to clarify your passion and purpose, but first I want to introduce you to the wonderful Kally Ellis.

Kally is the founder of top London florists, McQueen’s, a favourite of Gwyneth Paltrow and Elton John and patronised by shops like Gucci, Hermès, Bulgari and Cartier. For ten years she has been the florist at the most glamorous event in the world, the Vanity Fair post-Oscars party in Hollywood. Along with her business partner, Ercole Moroni, she runs two shops and a floristry school, and is poised to open a lifestyle retreat in Italy. She began her career working in a French bank in London’s financial district. Losing her best friend in the Lockerbie air disaster of 1988 made her re-evaluate her life.

Kally Ellis



I woke up one morning having had this incredibly vivid dream. Looking down a tunnel I could see nothing but a flower shop. The dream – it felt like a vision, really – came as a thunderbolt. I woke determined to resign from the job I loathed and set up a flower shop. I found myself thinking, ‘Yes, that’s it. You’ve got to run your own flower business.’ I had no experience or relevant business skills but spent the next three months learning floral skills, while I still worked at the bank. I did freelance work for no pay at local florists at weekends, and on one of those jobs – to decorate a Christmas tree – met my business partner, Ercole Moroni. It then took me three months to find that first shop.


I thought, ‘It’s now or never. I’ve got to do this.’ I was 27 when I started McQueen’s. It never crossed my mind that it was going to fail. The weirdest thing is that I didn’t even have a passion for flowers when I was growing up. But years ago in Paris, I was completely mesmerised at how a tiny, local florist could hand-tie a bouquet from a simple bunch of tulips. In those days, that was unheard-of in Britain. I was bowled over by this and was sure so many others would be too. People didn’t realise how much more beautiful things can look. If you don’t show them, then they don’t know it’s there.


When we opened our first shop in Shoreditch, east London, on 1 January 1991, it was the height of the recession and flowers were a luxury item. Analyst friends of mine in the City warned me against it. But there was a complete burning desire inside me to do it. So I stormed ahead like a bull in a china shop and I think it was purely my ignorance of not really knowing what was ahead that pulled me through. If I had done loads of research I would never have done it. It’s kind of scary looking back. Some of those friends in the City have subsequently been made redundant.


My business partner is fantastic. Although Ercole is completely dyslexic, phone phobic and unable to deal with people unless he’s face-to-face with them, he is incredibly creative and I learnt so much from him. Our window displays were spectacular. Lots of people would get a glimpse as they went by in their cars, or on the bus, so we got a lot of phone calls. The entire business was built on word of mouth.


Mind you, in the beginning it was touch-and-go. We took over a plant landscaping business that had a small flower annexe but no passing trade due to one of the first red routes in London being painted right outside our door! We even took on its name: McQueen’s. Looking back, it was an incredibly stupid thing to do. I had £14,000 in savings to invest but inherited a £40,000 debt from an unknown East End florists, who clearly didn’t have a clue. They’d even fallen out with the flower market due to their bouncing cheques. By the end of the first year, our debts were paid off and we were showing a small profit. We simplified the whole approach to floristry, creating a contemporary, minimal but clean look, which appealed. We revealed the simplicity and beauty of one type of flower and how it could be displayed. And our reputation led on to more and more press interest, culminating in a recent one-hour television documentary programme called Celebrity Florists.


The success has entailed working from the early hours of the morning until late at night. It is a big commitment with a young family and you have to put the time in. But my passion has always kept me moving forward, never looking back and never standing still. I am always on the move, always looking for that next thing. And so, McQueen’s grew very rapidly. There are now twenty-five of us.


I always say yes. I’ve never ever thrown business away. If I can hold on to it, I will. Ten years ago I helped someone out and it paid off. Vanity Fair magazine had flown a celebrity French florist over to do the flowers for their Oscars party at the Serpentine Gallery in London. This was to be a VIP dinner-dance with A-list guests. The guest of honour was Diana, Princess of Wales (in that black dress, remember?). The florist only brought over two helpers when the event required a team of twenty and he didn’t even know where the flower market was. Through a convoluted chain of events, we were asked if we could save the day. I remember thinking, Am I ready for this? I’ve never done anything on this scale before. But then I just thought, Actually, yes, I am.


So, we got loads of freelancers on board, worked around the clock and the organiser was delighted with the result. It’s now our tenth year of doing the Vanity Fair Oscars party flowers. This has led on to the Cannes Film Festival every year, the new Tribeca Film Festival in New York, and next year we do the Venice Biennial.


I wake up every day and I love going to work. I’m one of those very few lucky people I know who absolutely adores what I do. It’s not about the money, or the success. It’s because I love working with flowers and I love the pleasure it gives people. I love taking flowers home to my mum at the end of the week. It’s just fantastic.



Kally’s story reads like a fairy tale. Yet, one of the things that impressed me most about her when we met was her focus, drive and unrelenting appetite for hard work. Driven by the dream, she was none the less entirely realistic about making the business work, with no romantic notions that success would magically materialise. She demonstrates forcefully the winning combination of passion coupled with dynamic action. Passion and having a vision for your life is vital for driving your life forwards. Harnessing that passion to relentless action is key. Observe how Kally paid attention to her dream. Whether you see it as divine intervention or her own inner wisdom, what’s interesting is that she took it seriously and acted on the feeling it gave her. How often do people ignore this inner guidance, suppress the yearning and forget the dream? How often do they dismiss their desires as impossible and unrealistic? Settling for what’s safe and feels secure may provide some comfort, but it could also rob you of your dreams and joie de vivre. As George Bernard Shaw wrote:


The reasonable man adapts himself to the conditions that surround him. The unreasonable man adapts surrounding conditions to himself. All progress depends on the unreasonable man.



On paper, Kally’s plan to leave a well-paid, secure job to set up a florist was entirely ‘unreasonable’, yet by staying true to her passion and, at the same time, being pragmatic and practical, she gave herself every chance of success.

Be realistic about passion. Sometimes I come across people who expect passion to give them a continual buzz, to be on a constant high, and are disappointed that everyday life can sometimes feel so ordinary. They search endlessly for the next big thing, feeling that their real passion is just around the corner. The thrill of passion may drive you in a particular direction, but the day-to-day reality of doing the work is often and unavoidably more mundane. I was a parliamentary candidate at the last general election and, however passionate I may be about green politics, handing out leaflets outside tube stations is pretty tedious. However, it was all part of the job of saving the planet and had to be done. Ensure that you’re realistic about the workaday expression of your conviction.

Passion and Purpose

You need a sense of purpose to bring passion into your life. Look at anyone who lives life passionately and you’ll find a sense of purpose underpinning their approach to life. You too have always had a purpose, whether declared or undeclared, hidden or revealed. Frequently, people are alerted to their purpose after a major shock, illness or bereavement, a wake-up call, if you like. I have even met people who have suffered a knock on the head, through an accident, that has triggered them to think about the purpose of their life. But there’s no need to wait for outside intervention. Divining your own sense of purpose is your prerogative at any time you like. One thing is for sure. Having that sense of purpose within you will lend more power to all that you do.

Take the wildly successful double act, Susannah and Trinny, the stylists who have their own TV show and have written best-selling books. Watching them on television for the first time, I could see that they genuinely cared about the clothes their ‘victims’ were choosing. Defending their straight-talking approach, Trinny said, ‘We never feel that we are being cutting about people. We don’t say things for effect: it’s what we believe. Everything comes from our passionate desire to help women make the best of themselves. If you look good, sex is better, your self-esteem is better, your life is better.’ They can see the potential in anyone to look great and are aware of the overall benefit this will bring to people’s lives. They get a huge buzz from it as well.

What’s Your Vision?

Answer these simple questions with five words or a short statement for each:


1. What do you want most out of life?

e.g. to be happy and feel fulfilled

2. What do you want to see happen in the world?

e.g. peace and happiness

3. What makes you special?

e.g. my energy, drive and enthusiasm, ability to inspire and motivate others

4. What things can you do/are you capable of doing right now?

e.g. writing, public speaking, coaching

Now write this statement as follows:

I will . . .( choose one answer from 4), using my . . .( answer from 3), to accomplish . . .( answer from 2), and in so doing achieve . . .( answer from 1).


e.g. I will write and speak using my ability to inspire and motivate to accomplish peace and happiness and in so doing achieve happiness and fulfilment.



Now you have a mission statement that gives you a purpose and strengthens your sense of self. Feel free to repeat this exercise on a regular basis to fine-tune and hone. But it shouldn’t change that dramatically. How you translate it into your life is up to you. You can infuse this ethos into everything you do and it will transform even the most routine day into something more potent.

Your New Vision for Life

What I want to ensure for you is that from this day onwards you have a sharper focus on that purpose and vision for your life. Your purpose is your Big Picture, a far-reaching vision for your life. It stems from the sense of being a part of something bigger than oneself and lends an overall sense of direction rather than leading to a particular goal or objective. Big Pictures have a tendency to sound rather grand and far-fetched so it is far better to live out that purpose, to demonstrate it, than to talk about it – at least in the early stages.

Passion and Calling

From the age of four to eighteen I was educated by the Sisters of Mercy in a convent in Ireland and it was a fascinating experience. Like nuns everywhere, my teachers were all following their ‘calling’. They had been summoned by a Higher Power to do His work on earth and educate us girls as part of that vocation. They told us stories of their colleagues, the ‘missionaries’, working in the ‘third world’, feeding starving children, running schools and hospitals. I loved the idea of being singled out to dedicate my life to something important and worthwhile like this. Many’s the time I sat alone in the school chapel, waiting to be called by the Lord Himself and given my orders, the purpose of my life revealed all in one succinct conversation. We were told there would be no mistaking or escaping the call. If He wanted us, we’d hear the call.

I never did have that particular conversation but the concept of living a passion-fuelled, purpose-driven life stayed with me. A flat life, safe in its day-to-dayness, has never appealed. I finished university with no clear sense of calling or passion for any particular route although there were obvious career moves I could have made, with great long-term prospects. Instead I left Ireland and worked as a waitress in a swanky London cocktail bar. And, yes, I see the irony now: waiting on tables while I waited for the call!

My call came in the shape of political campaigning. It wasn’t an overnight dream or vision. I simply followed my passion for justice and fair play, joining the local Young Socialists group. I set up the South London Fair Fares campaign, defending Ken Livingstone’s public transport policy, campaigned to save South London Women’s Hospital, tried to stop cruise missiles coming to Greenham Common, raised money for the striking miners in 1984 and so on. I left the waitressing job to immerse myself totally in a counter-culture lifestyle, joining a ‘not-for-profit’ workers’ co-operative running a wholefood shop, radical bookshop and vegetarian café. I became part of the collective that ran Pavement, London’s longest-running community newspaper, and worked as an unpaid sleuth, writing front-page exclusives exposing the local Tory council’s cover-up on asbestos on local housing estates and the like. Everything I did I felt passionate about, driven to do, and I very nearly made it to Nicaragua to help out during the revolution.

Eventually, my drive wore me out and I felt physically and emotionally exhausted. I knew I had to find a way of managing my passion without it consuming me so I took a step back from it all to re-evaluate what I should do next. Rebuilding my physical strength and restoring some joie de vivre in the search for other ways of living a meaningful life led me to explore and experiment with every alternative therapy around. For me, massage was heavenly, lifting my spirit at the same time as my stress. I had been intrigued by it ever since I first came across it – in the unlikely environs of a holding cell in Newbury police station! Locked up with twenty other Greenham Common protesters after a mass sit-down, one of the women carried out impromptu neck and shoulder treatments and I remember thinking what a smart skill that was.

To cut a longer story shorter, I did every massage and motivational course I could find. I discovered a brilliant practitioner called Fiona Shaw (not the actress!) who was to be my teacher and mentor for eighteen months. She had her own incredibly successful massage and self-esteem practice in central London, which was truly original and innovative. There was nothing else like her combination of massage and motivation available in London, or indeed anywhere, in the mid-1980s. This was the beginning of my coaching work, though the name had yet to be used in this way. I also set up the London College of Massage, selling it in 1994 to my then bookkeeper who was far more passionate about it than I had become.

I have often been asked how I had the foresight to know that massage and coaching would develop into the huge growth industries they have now become. The truth is, I didn’t. I was only ever following my passion, what I was drawn to, felt enthusiastic about, thought was important and brought meaning and a sense of purpose to my life. So, what’s your passion? This shouldn’t be a daunting question – you just need to be honest with yourself and admit what you’d love to do if nothing stood in your way. Use the questions below to identify what really moves you.

What’s Your Passion?


1. What would you do if you didn’t have to earn a living? Imagine you’ve won the lottery, had a long holiday and are now keen to get back to work. What sort of things would you contemplate?

2. What activities are you happiest doing?

3. Identify three occasions when you’ve felt most alive, most powerfully and fully ‘you’.

4. If you found yourself in prison for some time, what would you still continue to do?

5. What did you love to do when you were ten or younger?



Make the Dream a Reality

Being inspired by a dream is mentioned by many of the people I meet. This is dramatically true for Christina Noble, surely one of the most impressive people on earth, though that is the least of her concerns. Christina is the most down-to-earth person I have ever met. As a result of her dream, she established the Christina Noble Children’s Foundation in Vietnam and Mongolia and has changed the lives of nearly 200,000 street children and their families. This is her story.

Christina Noble



It was in 1971 when I had the dream. I saw a road and a hole and a lot of children falling into the hole. They were Vietnamese. The word ‘Vietnam’ was written in the sky. One of them, a little girl, held out her hand to me. I could see the children running from the warred skies. I was in the dream, one of the kids if you like, in terms of expression and pain, and I could identify with their situation so clearly. Actually at the time I was running a fish-and-chip shop in Birmingham with my own three children to bring up and my youngest, Nicholas, was only a year old. I’d never been to Asia and knew absolutely nothing about the political situation. It’s a very strange thing, but I never got into conversation with anyone about the dream or made a big deal about it at the time. My dream was something that stayed with me. That’s all it was but I knew then that I would go to Vietnam to help children. It was as casual as that and was left at that, because there was something inside me that cannot be explained. And in many ways I didn’t feel the need to explain it. Some people call it a vision. I don’t know what it was but it left a very real imprint on my memory and I knew, when the time was right, I’d go.


It was while we were living in Surrey that it all started to happen. During that time I was studying drama, photography and painting as well as setting up my own catering company with very little money. That in itself became very successful out of nothing – just the determination to do it – but it was really just to keep us going. And so, in 1987, I began the process of trying to get out to Vietnam. In those days, it was incredibly difficult to get a visa. By 1989 I had met two brothers who were travelling out there on a regular basis. I told them that I was a magazine journalist and so I finally got in.


It was then that I witnessed at first hand kids sleeping on the streets at night. I remember seeing what appeared at first glance to be two tiny, skinny little girls playing with ants in the soil. What they were actually doing was eating ants. That was the start of it all for me – I connected that sight with my dream all those years before. I only needed to hold a little hand two or three times, like in my dream, and I made my spiritual connection. I don’t have the words to explain it. This just had to be. I knew if I took that child’s hand, I was signing a contract.


It took every possible resource and strength a human being has to make it happen. The easiest thing would have been to walk away. I thought about it many times. I’d go to bed, I couldn’t sleep, I’d be sweating about what an impossible situation I was in. I mean, I had no education, no real contacts out there and didn’t know the first thing about charities but I grew as a person over the years and really don’t think I changed fundamentally.


I was born with a sensitivity to other human beings. As a child, growing up in the 1940s in the back streets of Dublin surrounded by terrible poverty, I was always so affected by the suffering I could see and felt automatically protective. What saved me, I think, was my talent for song and dance – I love theatre, jazz, blues. I used to love communicating on a stage to an audience through tap dancing. I always felt fortunate that I was given a gift/talent that would provide an escape from the squalor of the lives of impoverished people, the alcoholism and all that went with it for families in Ireland at that time. For a few moments in that concert hall, I felt special. For me, it was a real confidence builder of strength and character, which would eventually lead me to Ho Chi Minh City.


I told Shell and BP that the street people needed a medical centre and that these big multinationals should pay for it. Something told me to take their representatives downtown and show them the kids at first hand. I said: ‘Don’t tell me they’re not worth fighting for – they could be your own flesh and blood.’ I desperately wanted this medical/social centre and they gave me $10,000 to get it started. Now I needed to go to Hanoi to meet with the relevant authorities but I had nowhere to stay in that city so I slept rough in a dilapidated building with rats and bats, and what sounded like ghosts. I was absolutely terrified. I was meant to report my movements to the police in those days but I didn’t. I took a big risk, but I was finally put in touch with the Ministry of Labour, Invalids and Social Affairs (MOLISA). I needed the permission of this organisation before I could go ahead. So what I did, I was completely honest, I told them all about my dream. I stated quite clearly that I literally only had my own heart to negotiate with, apart from the $10,000. That’s all I had. They just had to give me the benefit of the doubt. I said they were welcome to my heart if it failed. That moved them. They respect and love me today.


It’s very simple. There really is nothing complicated about what I felt. All children are entitled to housing, education and medical care. Each child deserves to know that there is somebody who cares about them. And so the medical centre got built and opened in 1991. We are currently in the process of redeveloping and modernising it. We now run a highly respected malnutrition centre, a nursery, a special care unit, and an outpatients department. We work closely with other hospitals that specialise in cancer, heart problems and paediatrics. Over the years we’ve built up incredible relationships. It’s vital that all these services tie in with a child’s schooling. We are the largest provider of flexible schooling in Vietnam for those kids who have no ID papers or who have to sell on the streets to support their families. We’ve set up sponsorship programmes. We make sure the water wells have electronic pumps. We have a chief international executive and officers in many different countries. The Christina Noble Children’s Foundation (CNCF) is growing around the world and has won several awards.


We are now in the process of opening the first eco-house project in Ireland. Designed by the architect John Golding, this house is for disadvantaged children. They can use it to continue their education, learn how to budget, cook, clean, and join mainstream society. The aim is that in the future they will remember their early experiences and will have open hearts and minds. The best street educators are the ones who’ve lived on the streets themselves. It’s about breaking that cycle of drugs, crime, brothels, child trafficking, etc. I believe in my heart and soul that this is going to turn things around in Northern Ireland. It’s simple – about talking and listening.


I seized the moment. My success has only ever been measured in terms of the kids. I’m glad I did it. We have spread awareness of children’s rights and haven’t been afraid to speak out about sex abuse and the violation of human rights. I learnt that there are ways of doing this. You don’t have to be a rebel; just speak the truth. I’m a mother and a child at the same time. These are the two qualifications I have. The rest is just hard work. I have always known that I can turn things around and make them work.
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