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A Brand New You


Randy Slechta has been my friend since we were rookie Development Directors at Success Motivation Institute in the 1980s. One hot August day in 1999, Randy and I concluded a meeting with Dr. Barbara Chesser, the diminutive genius who headed the SMI product development team. At that time, Randy was president of Leadership Management International, the worldwide marketing arm of SMI’s sister company.

 

The two of us were walking back across the parking lot to our offices in the LMI building, discussing the changes Dr. Chesser had recommended making in the venerable but aging Plan of Action. The Plan of Action is still an essential component of almost every SMI and LMI program sold, and thousands are marketed every year all around the world.

 

Better than perhaps anyone else, I recognized the challenges inherent in working in a Meyer-designed Plan of Action. While I certainly agreed that some streamlining of the Plan of Action was necessary, I told Randy that I was hesitant to make any wholesale changes in Paul J. Meyer’s signature product. Meyer, Randy’s father-in-law, had started SMI in 1960 and thereby bootstrapped the entire personal development and coaching industry.

 

What Paul had missed – and he didn’t miss much – was the so-called ‘Instant Era’ that began about 1972. Americans ate an instant breakfast and could barely make time for a fast food lunch. By late that decade, a sit-down dinner was a thing of the past in most homes. Families had instant service done on their cars and shot photos with instant cameras. Instant gratification eventually pervaded almost every facet of American life. The notion that personal development might somehow be immune to the demands of the ‘instant era’ had been a proven fallacy for the better part of three decades.

 

Americans wanted to grow personally and professionally in a way (and on a schedule) that was convenient for them. None of us at SMI could blame them for that, of course, but we had no ‘instant’ product to offer. Nothing available would get the job done in a fraction of the 2 or 3 months required to complete an LMI or SMI program.

 

“The Plan of Action,” Randy finally said, “is just too complex. I can only keep up with 10 or 12 goals a year anyway.” In that last sentence lay the genesis of this book.

 

Through the fall of 1999, I kept returning to Randy’s words. The fact that the president of our international division admitted that he tracked only a dozen goals a year came as something of a revelation to me . . . an Aha! Moment the likes of which I’d seldom experienced before or since. Finally, in mid-December, I opened my desk drawer and took out a legal pad. I opened my Plan of Action and flipped through the pages of my Master Dream List. Then I thought about the year ahead and wrote down the numbers 1 through 10.

 

I won’t disclose what I wrote on that first Top 10 List, but I will tell you that I kept coming back to it, week after week and month after month during 2000, to check my progress. I admit being a little surprised that I achieved only 7 of the 10 things I wrote down. In fact, during the 20 years I’ve been creating a Top 10 List for myself, I’ve had only one year – 2019 – when I achieved all 10 items on the list.

 

I’ve come to realize that this sort of fleeting perfection is as it should be; if I had been accomplishing every item every year, it would have been an indication that I needed to set loftier, more challenging goals for myself. I have averaged checking off 8 items each year, but a couple of years have been abject failures with 6 or fewer goals accomplished.

 

I’ve also discovered that a Top 10 List is something of a jealous mistress. I’ve found myself gerrymandering my work activity in order to accomplish items on my List. I’ve celebrated when I was finally able to check the box beside some items. And I cannot count the times when the Top 10 List has provided reassurance that my year was on the right track, or confirmed that my need to make changes was very real and perhaps more immediate than I’d have liked.

 

The Top 10 List has even rescued me from time to time. When the events of 9/11 seemed too terrible to contemplate, the Top 10 List helped me ground myself in a productive and proactive way. When my mother died three months later, developing my Top 10 List for 2002 helped me focus on something besides grief. When I moved to London in 2005 and when Paul Meyer passed away in 2009, my Top 10 List was a rock in a shifting and uncertain world.

 

My good friend Bill Moyer and I shared the goal of cutting in half the time clients would spend on an SMI or LMI program while helping them achieve the same results. In 2010, I began developing the first of several Protecting Time® programs that incorporate a Top 10 List. We found validation again and again via Bill’s coaching contacts, and most clients who used the programs found the Top 10 List an essential element. Their feedback helped me fine-tune the process to the point that, a decade later, I feel ready to share it and thereby help others do more, have more and achieve more.

 

Along the way, I’ve had to deal with legions of folks who asked, usually good-naturedly, if the Top 10 List wasn’t something David Letterman invented. His iconic late-night top 10s focused on almost every comparative topic imaginable, and bear no relation to my Top 10 List in intent, form or function. The constant questions were a distraction, to say the least.

 

Some have scoffed at the notion of a Top 10 List purely because the basic idea is so simple. Well, simple works. All I can say is that managing myself to my Top 10 List is a far easier process than any other personal development journey I’ve attempted . . . and I’ve attempted most of them. While the process is simple enough, coaxing results from my Top 10 List has been an unremitting challenge.

 

Quite often, the most effective things in life are also the most elemental. So it is with your Top 10 List! If you’ll give it a try, I believe you’ll quickly begin to see fresh achievement possibilities and a brand new you.

 

– Paris, France

Spring, 2020







Goals, Results, Rewards


I worked my way through college and grad school as a broadcaster. As a teenager and young adult, I found the process of trying to plan a course for my life almost absurdly fanciful. Between work and school, I lacked the time to even organize my day, let alone my month, year or anything beyond.

 

Like most young people, I worried about how my life would turn out, but I could not fathom how to plan my year or my existence. My dad kept telling me not to waste time trying. The overarching question seemed always focused on what I wanted to do for money. At that age, I didn’t have any unique expertise for which people would pay a livable wage. Did I want to own a radio station someday? If so, how would I come up with that kind of capital? Or did I want to sell something, since I found I enjoyed selling? What would I sell? And who would give a sales job to a 20-year-old disc jockey who didn’t even own a suit?

 

At one point, I was Operations Manager for a couple of Arkansas radio stations. The radio station owner had a system – the GRR System – and the acronym stood for “Goals, Results, Rewards.” Actually, the acronym stood for more than that; it was also the man’s initials. The whole thing was a poster-sized vanity exercise, but I remember it because it was the first time I’d seen an organized process applied to setting and achieving goals.

 

As I contemplated the GRR System, I honestly felt that the radio station’s goals were pretty evident, that I was producing the results required, and that the promised rewards needed to materialize! I had no idea how common that sort of frustration was.

 

Suffice it to say that my early experiences with goal-setting and life planning were not necessarily productive. I could get to work before dawn, show up for class on time, manage my meager social life and accomplish myriad other things that required some attention to a clock and a calendar, but planning anything beyond that point befuddled me. Despite my best efforts, every week became a muddled mess sometime between Monday morning and Friday afternoon.

 

Then a man named Jim Davidson showed up in my office, wanting to trade a couple of copies of a little book he’d self-published for some commercial airtime. The book was How to Plan Your Life – just what I needed! Jim had been the local distributor for a Texas company called Success Motivation Institute, and had been successful enough that he was invited to join the SMI home office staff. A decade later, Davidson grew tired of corporate life and started his own consulting business.

 

I read Davidson’s tiny book attentively, then read it again. Convinced that I could fill in the gaps and make his rather sketchy plan work for me, I sat at my office table and began a “Dreams for My Life” list on a legal pad.

 

I wrote about a dozen items to start my list – Be wealthy, Have a nice car, Finish my degrees, Buy a suit and Be a good speaker were the first five – before my imagination effectively ground to a halt. I was so busy just surviving that my “dream machine” could no longer free-wheel. The “Dreams for My Life” list gathered dust while I got on with the daily grind of trying to run two radio stations.

 

Eventually, I came to understand that someone was always paying me to work for myself, that there were benchmarks to be strived for, hit and celebrated, and that satisfaction in a job well done was, in a way, its own reward. The GRR System did work, but understanding how and why took me several years and came at some cost. Perhaps most unusually, that understanding came as a side benefit of working for the same company Jim Davidson had come from. Unlike Davidson’s, however, my tenure at Success Motivation Institute lasted a quarter of a century, and much of that time was spent working alongside Paul J. Meyer, the pioneer of the self-help industry.

 

From the GRR System to SMI, I’ve had the personal development experience of a lifetime. I’ve learned that there’s real power in knowing exactly where you want to go and precisely how you’ll get there. The best part: Your Top 10 Life will get you to that point in a lot less time. You can literally run your year – and your life – from a single sheet of paper.

 

If you don’t believe me, I invite you to try. Even if you already consider yourself successful, you have absolutely everything to gain and nothing at all to lose!

 

Of course, there are manifold reasons for learning to chart your course. Here’s what great minds through history have told us:


American author Terence McKenna said, “If you don’t have a plan, you become part of somebody else’s plan.”

 

Success coach Michael Hyatt echoed that sentiment when he said, “If you don’t have a plan for your life, someone else does.”

 

Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes noted, “To reach a port we must sail, sometimes with the wind and sometimes against it. But we must not drift or lie at anchor.”

 

Benjamin Franklin said, “By failing to prepare, you are preparing to fail.”

 

Baseball great Yogi Berra famously quipped, “If you don’t know where you’re going, you’ll end up someplace else.”

 

President Dwight Eisenhower often said, “Planning is indispensable.”

 

And Sir Winston Churchill told his children, “Plans are of little importance, but planning is essential.”



Finally, consider this: The world seldom gets out of the way for people who have no idea where they’re headed. As Britisher Bob Carter said, “Poor planning on your part does not necessitate an emergency on mine.”


How Do You Define Success?

Almost everyone has a uniquely personal definition of success. As a young man, I thought success was dating a respectable girl and owning a nice car. The first step in learning to think of your life from a broader perspective is to identify that experiential or material reference point and set it aside. Unless we know we are starting from the same place, our course is always going to be hard to predict.

 

The definitive definition of success was written and voiced by a man named Earl Nightingale. Nightingale was a radio commentator who hosted a program on WGN from 1950 to 1956 – he was a sort of apolitical Rush Limbaugh. Earl ventured into self-improvement with a long-play phonograph album, The Strangest Secret, that sold more than a million copies. In fact, The Strangest Secret was the first spoken-word album to achieve Gold Record status. This was a time before tapes and CDs were available; the only mediums for communicating such concepts were books and the humble phonograph record.

 

Four years later, Nightingale narrated a condensation of Napoleon Hill’s famous self-help book, Think and Grow Rich. That album was the inaugural product produced by Paul J. Meyer and his Success Motivation Institute.

 

Nightingale defined success in The Strangest Secret, but that wasn’t the secret ballyhooed by the album title. Nightingale said that the strangest secret was that people attracted what they thought about all day long. Earl’s definition of success thus became something of a non sequitur:

Success is the progressive realization of a worthy ideal.


Nightingale’s definition of success assumes two things: First, that you have a worthy ideal, and second, you understand what Earl meant by “progressive realization.” Progressive realization is a sort of cinch-by-the-inch philosophy that allows you to achieve just as much on the day you start toward your ‘worthy ideal’ as you do on the day you finally achieve it.

 

More than anything else, progressive realization is a liberator of sorts. No matter how much we screw up today, we can come back tomorrow and make just as much progress toward lasting results as we did yesterday or the day before. Success isn’t celebrated only at the finish line, but at myriad other points and milestones along the way. The journey is the key element in the process rather than the destination.

 

The more I thought about Nightingale’s definition of success, the more sense it made. The ‘worthy ideal’ was a dream; daily, month-by-month or yearly progress was progressive realization, and as long as you knew what sort of dream you were pursuing, you could achieve success.
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