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“As the world navigates through work-life integration and attempts to stay focused on what matters most for each of us, this book is timely, and its recommended tool set is effective.”


— Jim Morgan, Former Chairman and CEO,
Applied Materials (NASDAQ: AMAT)


“When I first met Jack during our time in the Entrepreneurs’ Organization, two things were clear: he had ambitious health, family, and business goals, and his goals were only realistic with a different approach to time management. This is a common challenge for entrepreneurs and CEOs, and one I’ve personally faced. The tools Jack created provide practical solutions to these problems, and I’m excited to see his work come to fruition.”


— Hayes Barnard, Founder and CEO, GoodLeap,
Forbes Top 10 Fintech (US)


“Through a combination of experience, research, brain science, and philosophy, Jack has provided a gift to entrepreneurs with this tool set . . . balancing the fast pace required for startups while keeping life’s priorities top of mind.”


— Dan Wadhwani, Professor of Entrepreneurship,
University of Southern California


“As Kauffman Fellows together, Jack and I have exchanged many ideas on business and life. . . . This book breaks from the pack of self-improvement books, providing practical ideas and experience to take immediate action to live your best life.”


— Gayathri Radhakrishnan, Partner, Hitachi Ventures
Global Corporate Venturing Rising Stars Award Recipient


“Strategic planning for life was a regular topic of discussion between Jack and me during our time together in the Kauffman Fellows—then he researched and tested key concepts and ultimately received a leadership award for it.”


— Jeff Harbach, Former President and CEO, Kauffman Fellows
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INTRODUCTION


In business, we rely on tools, systems, and the departments within an organization that have specific areas of expertise. Every day we organize our ideas by planning and tracking our progress. We build out projections in blocks of time: reviewing three- to five-year plans, updating quarterly objectives, sending weekly action items to our team, and—holy of holies—constructing daily to-do lists. We use these tools to keep our business healthy, growing, and on track.


But what about in our personal lives? What tools do we use regularly to gain perspective, align ourselves with our best lives, and measure our progress?


We all have a big dream. At one time or another, we may have even promised, to ourselves and others, that we would absolutely pursue this dream. At some point, however, we filed that dream away in a dusty cabinet labeled “Someday.”


Why would something so clearly important to us get pushed aside, even forgotten? Certainly not for lack of desire. And yet, due to the pressing demands of our busy lives, many of our biggest dreams receive the least amount of attention, until they wither and eventually die on the vine.


Why does it seem that some people easily accomplish their dreams, while our dreams somehow evade us, lingering just beyond our grasp? In time, it can feel too painful even to keep reaching. This is the point where far too many of us give up, adopting a new, more comfortable (read: resigned) point of view. “Dreams, yeah . . . those are for the young and foolish.”


My hope is that this book will significantly change that. We will take a deeper look at the process and the inherent flaws in our execution that often prevent us from achieving the very things we deem most important. We will take our dreams out of the filing cabinet called “Someday” and consciously place them in the box called “Today.”


How It All Began: My First Leap into Entrepreneurship


For the better part of my life and professional career, I have been fascinated not just with the pursuit of dreams, but with the overall structure (or lack thereof) of our lives. We are taught how to organize and perform daily responsibilities for our jobs or business projects. But we are not taught how to systematically and intentionally organize our lives in the same way.


In my 20s, against the wishes of those who genuinely cared about me, I left a promising career at a major accounting firm to pursue a more exciting dream. I didn’t want to just sit on the sidelines and watch the numbers of those who ran businesses. The idea of creating something from the ground up—a business, a company—absolutely thrilled me.


So, I took the leap. I cleared all the pencils and paper clips from the drawers, packed up my desk in the proverbial cardboard box, placed my single potted plant on top, and walked out the door. Brave and determined in a way only someone so young can be, I thought I was making a bold career choice. But, oh, was I wrong. It wasn’t just a career choice I had made—it was a life choice. I had chosen to embark on a wild, new lifestyle: entrepreneurship.


When I left the steady paycheck and comfort zones of the accounting firm, nothing about my decision could then be confined to between 9 a.m. and 5 p.m. Nothing. Everything was directly impacted. My family, first and foremost. My free time mysteriously evaporated. Any availability, even on weekends, was suddenly consumed by unanticipated and urgent demands. Learning new skills, interestingly, occupied an inordinate amount of time, energy, and brain cells, leaving me with even less capacity to offer anything to those I loved. Without truly understanding the lifestyle of an entrepreneur, suddenly I was one, and it affected almost every single one of my everyday choices, even those utterly unrelated to building a business.


It was exciting. And it was terrifying.


Luckily, I was somehow able to consciously step back and take a more analytical look at what was happening to me. Every problem has a solution, I thought. It forced me to sit down and create a new working structure, a system centered not around productivity but survival. As it turned out, I was good at it.


Sometime in my late 30s, I began getting specific requests to help others do the same. I was recruited into strategy sessions for other companies—even strategic planning retreats at my kids’ school. What I was doing for myself and my life—establishing structure, systems, and processes—I could pass on to others. My transition from accountant to entrepreneur, and getting involved with a variety of other organizations and helping them develop numerous strategic plans, got me thinking, and the gears of an entrepreneurial machine slowly began to roll forward. What if people could plan not just their careers, companies, or project after project, but their lives, in exactly the same way? What if a successful, more fulfilling life could be built in the same way a company builds their business? Could the same skills that ensure an entrepreneur’s success help someone live their best life? Could the quintessential pursuit of happiness be found within a more systematic approach? Was happiness itself available to all through more consciously adopting an entrepreneurial lifestyle? Wow!


Suddenly, I had a new thesis in the works and desperately needed to test it out. The road to finding the answers has been very long. There have been many twists and turns. Sometimes, I didn’t think I could continue. But at other times . . . I knew I was on the right track.


An Acquired Knowledge: The Kauffman Fellows Program


The problems we face at work and in life are not all that different from each other. I truly believe an entrepreneurial skillset and simple business tools are for everyone and directly applicable in everyday life. After all, at its core, true entrepreneurship is about pursuing a future opportunity one believes to be of great value. And certainly, nowhere is this more relevant than at home. With that great perspective, now all you need is to identify those opportunities worthy of pursuit, then specify how to pursue them.


What transpired quite naturally, as I integrated this approach into my daily life at home, was a genuine interest from those with whom I work—the people at my historical startup companies and my current venture capital firm. They could see the effect it was having on me. To them, I appeared happier than I had any right to be. It was appealing (not appalling) to them.


I found that the more I shared my philosophy and approach with others around me—business leaders and associates—the more they started sharing back. I then introduced my little brainchild to the Kauffman Fellows—a prestigious, time-tested, globally recognized leadership training program for venture capitalists.


Each Kauffman Fellow is required to complete a two-year program in which they identify a “Thought Leadership Project”: how to be a great seed-stage investor, or what’s going on in the world of corporate venture capital, or a variety of other professional topics. I, on the other hand, strayed a bit beyond the borders of the proverbial box and suggested that my assignment could perhaps be based on the idea of taking business skills and creating a strategic plan . . . for life.


Two years later, the results of my project were so well received that I was asked to present at the program’s graduation ceremony. Beyond earning the applause and kudos of my fellow graduates, I was awarded a Kauffman Class Leadership Award. In addition, I was brought back to become an adjunct member of the Kauffman faculty and went on to teach in New York, Dubai, Mexico City, and, of course, Silicon Valley.


Armed now with the insights acquired from almost 10 years of speaking one-on-one with other business leaders, combined with my work at Kauffman, I continued to ask those who would listen what worked for them and, almost more importantly, what didn’t. This line of discussion spread like wildfire as the concept of “crowdsourcing” best practices for life began to steadily unfold. Now, instead of applying just my limited brain capacity and my experiences with my family and within the four walls of my office, what if I could get the whole world to contribute to how to live the best life possible?


This led to three key business disciplines rising quickly to the top of the list—areas of great importance that are often taken for granted and, therefore, overlooked.


Three Key Skills for Success


After interviewing successful CEOs and countless budding entrepreneurs, I can say they all share three key skills. We will discuss each of them in depth, but in short, those skills are Avoiding Traps, Establishing Core Principles, and Employing Tools Deliberately.


In section I, “Enlighten,” we will examine the many social and mental pitfalls that drain our batteries and inadvertently distract us from achieving our key goals. Hidden sinkholes like the “immediacy trap,” for instance, seduce us into focusing on what appears to be urgent, yet often at the expense of what really matters most. The “busyness trap,” too, is very enticing, leading those who are unaware to value activity over achievement. We will also look at what neuroscience has to say about these pitfalls, happiness, and stress management. Chapter 5 will cover some interesting ideas relating to a “flight plan” for launching and managing a successful life going forward.


In section II, “Explore,” we will discuss strategies to identify and escape these traps. We will establish a set of principles for life, or core values, that will guide all the decisions we make. When tapped consciously, these core values become a trusted compass, removing daily decisions from the category of “instinctive” to the more impactful category of “calculated and strategic,” aligning with our best life. In addition, when we encounter detours and wrong turns in our journey, the list of core values will quickly help us find our way back. We will also look to other concepts such as Ikigai, Kaizen, and Blue Zones for best practices to live fulfilling lives.


Finally, in section III, “Empower,” together we will use the core values to open the lid of a new Toolbox filled with simple, yet extremely effective tools, all designed to drive our daily choices and actions. By integrating these tools into our thought process—and into our plans—we can build better, more fulfilling lives.
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Figure 1. Life- Planning Tools: Your core values drive your decisions, and the tool set shown in this graphic can help optimize life planning and execution.


We’ll discuss:




• Core Values Matrix: Establish the key principles that guide you toward becoming the person you want to be.


• Dream Board: Creatively define your short-term and long-term dreams—and your family’s—and view your progress as they are achieved.


• Ikigai: Assess your life’s purpose at the center of the activities you are good at, like doing, can get paid for, and are needed by the world.


• Identity Map: Define who you want to be (You 2.0—the next version of you) and what your best life looks like. If you don’t establish the priorities in your life, someone else likely will.


• 360-Degree Review: Secure external feedback from family, friends, and colleagues on your most significant strengths and your opportunities for improvement.


• Bold Moves Schedule: Document significant “stretch” goals and recurring routines that will help you achieve them.


• Blue Zone Alignment: Align your recurring activities with the best practices of those living long, healthy, fulfilling lives.


• Three-Year Plan: Document goals that it’s possible to achieve in the next few years and quarterly activities to make progress in a positive direction.


• Life Operating System: Integrate all the tools above into a system or “dashboard” for daily viewing and tracking.


• Habit Tracker: Track the routines that will help you execute your plans and realize your goals.


• Power Grid: Identify how you are currently prioritizing key areas of your life and then rate how you feel you are doing.


• Focus Day: Schedule periodic meetings with yourself to assess your current plan and progress, and develop a forecast of results going forward.





Ingenious tools like the Dream Board (one of my favorites) are fun and creative activities that you will find yourself enjoying, possibly even with your whole family or others close to you. Others, like Ikigai, a system of identifying and organizing your strengths and passions, will help you consciously predetermine the best path forward. Still others, like Blue Zone Alignment, will help optimize your behaviors for longevity and a high overall quality of life. With these and other powerful life tools, it will become increasingly possible to design your life on purpose, and then guide it strategically in the direction of your choosing.


Since the beginning of time, humans have been toolmakers. It’s in our DNA. Having enjoyed a rewarding career investing and building technology companies, I have a finely tuned appreciation and personal passion for tools that work—and when they don’t, inventing better ones. And when those tools help me attain new knowledge, I am a fanatical advocate of strategically applying it. Unless knowledge is applied, it’s useless information, simply wafting away on the next cold wind.


This book, however, puts a creative spin on all of that. These tools—their inventiveness and ingenuity and the knowledge you can attain through them—all now apply directly to one person.


You.


It’s time to bring the very tactics that are proven to achieve business success into our homes, strategically orchestrating and consciously living our very best lives.


In section IV, “Encourage,” we will explore how to summon the courage and consistency needed to transform your boldest dreams into reality. Even the most inspired visions often fade in the face of fear, distraction, and self-doubt. This section will show you how to overcome those barriers by breaking big ambitions into small, achievable steps that generate activation energy—the forward momentum that carries you past hesitation and into meaningful action.


We will also focus on strategies to maintain clarity when life’s noise threatens to pull you off course. By creating a personal Constitution rooted in your core values, you will learn to filter distractions, prioritize what matters most, and ensure your ladder is leaning against the right wall before you start climbing. In addition, we will examine how to protect and renew your energy by scheduling personal retreats—dedicated times for reflection and realignment that spark fresh insight and keep you moving forward.


Finally, we will discuss how to establish daily rhythms that sustain your progress over time. Simple practices such as morning launch rituals, evening shutdowns, and intentional moments of downtime will help you slow down to speed up, creating space to think, breathe, and reconnect with what matters most. Together, these practices will give you the courage to begin, the clarity to continue, and the discipline to persist—fueling unstoppable momentum toward your dreams.


An entrepreneur, as it is said, is that person who turns their attention toward and pursues what they believe to be future, valuable, possibly hidden opportunities. When we have that great perspective, in one fashion or another, we are all budding entrepreneurs. And nowhere is there more untapped opportunity than in our own personal lives.


I am so excited to finally be able to share what I’ve learned with you and the world. Together, we will discover a whole new way of looking at our personal lives. But, in a way, it will already be familiar to you—we will be integrating the ordinary tools and skills we all use each day at work.


If this book helps you discover one tiny little secret that improves your personal life, then I have been successful in writing it. In fact, my main objective is to inspire in you at least one new idea that will enhance the direction and outcome of your life.


Just one. (OK, just one idea that positively impacts you each day, for the rest of your life.)


It is my sincere hope that the principles and tactics outlined in these pages will ignite a spark that catches fire and leads to a new perspective—yes, a great perspective—and a powerful idea. And I hope you will take, own, and apply that idea directly to your own story and let it consciously, purposefully guide you in the direction you intend to go in life.







“Your work is going to fill a large part of your life, and the only way to be truly satisfied is to do what you believe is great work. And the only way to do great work is to love what you do. If you haven’t found it yet, keep looking—and don’t settle.”


STEVE JOBS, COFOUNDER OF APPLE
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SECTION I


ENLIGHTEN:
AVOIDING THE TRAPS
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CHAPTER 1


THREE PILLARS OF STRATEGIC
LIFE PLANNING


Of the plethora of skills we wield each day in the business world, which ones should we focus on for our personal lives? Performing a gap analysis comparing our current life and our dream life? Assessing our strengths and weaknesses? Reviewing our core values? Visualizing bold moves and extraordinary results? Dreaming? Creating a clear identity map? Benchmarking best practices? Implementing a multiyear plan? Tracking routines? Scheduling quarterly reviews? Establishing an operational management system?


All of the above are helpful. But before we start using the principles of building a successful business to create a functional, easy-to-review, and manageable plan for life, we need to ask ourselves three questions:




Why do I want to do this?


How do I want to go about it?


When do I need to begin?





By thinking carefully about the answers to these questions, we will build a plan that actually works. It can be a lengthy process, but I assure you, it’s well worth the effort. So, strap in.


The Why: Where It All Begins


Before I start any project, I’ve learned to take a quick step back and ask myself: Why?


If I cannot provide a clear and concise answer, one with which I consciously agree, I will wait until I do. I doodle, punch ideas into Google, ask questions of ChatGPT, or daydream a bit until some new idea pops into my head. I realize this may sound silly, but it is anything but. And trust me, it is anything but easy. Like any discipline, it requires a great deal of effort in the beginning, until it becomes ingrained as a habit.


Asking why is like consulting a map first before setting off down an unfamiliar road that disappears into a dark, misty forest ahead. In addition—if you’re bold and courageous and don’t mind looking a bit odd standing alone talking to yourself—ask: What is it that you intend to accomplish? And, almost as important: When do you plan to accomplish it? When will it be complete?


You will be surprised at the answers that flop out onto the floor. Often, there are no good answers—at least, not at first. We may be surprised to discover we have no clue whatsoever as to why we are doing something. In other cases, the reason seems clear, but when crystallized and spoken aloud, we realize we don’t really agree with it.


This is not weird.


This is normal.


And unfortunately, too many people are sorely missing this discipline in their lives. We simply don’t take the time to ask ourselves why. Entrepreneurs are particularly guilty, brazenly stepping forward onto that big wad of gum on the sidewalk, then wondering why life can be so sticky.


Your Why Empowers You


We often allow life to “happen” to us. When I’ve spoken about my “analytical” approach, many struggle with the idea, resist it. They argue that life is not black and white, and we need to allow it to unfold naturally as it comes at us. While I don’t necessarily disagree with the sentiment, I believe it often masks an anxiety—I dare say, even a fear—about the hard work of creating a purposeful life.


Life will absolutely unfold in front of us, planned or not. Each time we meet with a roadblock, we are redirected, only to settle once more into a new, readjusted course, continuing to move forward down a winding road filled with unexpected potholes, dangerous debris, and still more hurdles. No wonder it’s so easy to lose our way.


On the other hand, if we stop to define our path first—including its turns and twists, knowing there may be detours along the way—then, when we do come up against those inevitable hurdles, we stand a far better chance of reaching our chosen destination. We can then decide which way to turn: why, how, and when. By living in this way, we embrace the flow coming at us from all directions while remaining the author of our story, not the reader. The driver, not the passenger. The participant, not the observer.


To be fair, some people like to sit in the passenger seat. Some struggle with making decisions and prefer to let others decide and “deal with it” as it happens. To those people, however, I would issue the following challenge:


Take the power back.


It’s yours.


Don’t give it away. Don’t waste it, and don’t miss out on all that it offers, because no one can value it more than you. We get one life to live. We have the power to direct what happens to our health, our relationships, our families, our jobs—almost everything. The thought of leaving that power (and responsibility) in the hands of someone else . . . well, it’s terrifying, if not just plain sad.


As frightening as it may feel to some people, for others it may simply be a matter of not knowing how to approach life more consciously. The ability to proactively participate in your own life doesn’t come naturally, but it can be developed.


Your Why Matters


I remember traveling across the country with my son Jackson as he faced one of life’s first big decisions—not just where to attend college, but “What do I want to be in life . . . and where should I go to make that happen?”


Since my generation graduated high school, the path to choosing a college has changed so much. The intensity of the process itself and the (required) parental involvement at every level have led my wife and me into many hallway discussions on the matter.


“My parents didn’t have anything to do with my college applications,” she stated. “Did yours?”


“Seriously? No.”


I never had any help or took any kind of study prep for the ACT or SAT. Not even how to get on or off the school bus, for that matter. I just showed up at the appropriate time and place, took the test, crossed my fingers, and hoped for the best.


Well, that’s all changed. Now there are entire businesses dedicated to college counseling and college test prep courses (an estimated $4 billion market worldwide) to make certain all your t’s are crossed. That’s astounding!


My wife and I took a different approach to assisting our son in this momentous decision. We told him, “You are investing a large portion of your time and energy into committing to a college, so—as with any future job—you need to interview each and evaluate what they have to offer you based on your own goals. Create a ‘college acceptance plan’ to assess each against your criteria. Then, and only then, will you be in a position to choose the right school—not one that will simply accept you, but one you want to attend. This is a huge, life-changing decision and not about who chooses you.”


Proactive, remember? “Take the power back,” we advised him. “This is about who you will choose, and who fits your requirements.”


Yatish’s Why: A Success Story


Despite serious academic struggles through the fifth, sixth, and seventh grades, my good friend Yatish was taken aside by his eighth-grade teacher and praised for his grasp of science. Without intending necessarily to inspire him, this teacher did exactly that by simply letting him know that science was an area he was particularly good in.


(OK, now that’s cool.)


Well, evidently, this hit quite a nerve with Yatish, and in a very positive way. Even then, as just a kid in eighth grade, he thought science might be his calling in life. As a direct result, he began to emphasize and focus on all things science and technology.


Fast-forward a few decades, and you’d never know Yatish struggled in school as a kid. He became a wildly successful and celebrated entrepreneur in the science and technology world, building and selling not one but two data center companies for somewhere in the realm of $500 million each. He attributes a great deal of the credit for his incredibly successful career to that one teacher.


One little comment, from one single teacher who saw something positive in him—and took the time to tell him so—made all the difference.


And what, pray tell—what is your superpower? What comes easily to you that is difficult for others? What skills do you have that provide you with a unique capability? When do you feel like a genius or like you are in a zone of unconscious competence? I will help you find out in chapter 7.


As a society, if we could first learn to ask, then answer, these basic (yes, basic) questions, together they would serve to form the very foundation of our Why in life.


Our purpose.


Our calling.


Our superpower.


It doesn’t mean your Why becomes fixed in cement and can’t change. On the contrary, it most likely will, or at least adjust along the way. But let’s go back to the high school student facing that daunting task of finding a college that might accept them. It would be interesting if we spent more time (even in middle school) developing our ability to evaluate our driving passion and purpose in life. If we did that, it might actually influence important decisions such as which college to attend, and our inevitable future.


My New Why: Enlightening the Next Generation


To apply to college today, students go through overly rigorous exam testing and expensive tutoring to get through classes beyond their level—all so they might “compete” or be “good enough” to round out the student body at a prestigious school. And that’s before the real education even begins.


And the hopeful students? They become so burned out, they have absolutely nothing left to give. They become crippled by parental overinvolvement, resulting in a learned lack of confidence that they will ever be able to leave the nest and go it alone. Should they make it all the way through college, the battle continues, as many young adults struggle to even find a decent job.


The media will lead you to believe that schools are not educating students for today’s tough job market. Might it be, however, that we as a culture are at least partly responsible for undermining their ability to become productive and proactive adults? If that is a difficult pill to swallow, allow me to respond:


Yes. We are to blame.


And why, exactly? Maybe because nobody ever stopped to ask why. Why do you want to go to college? What is your purpose? Where are you going? What fills you with passion?


The way to choose the right college is identical to the way we should choose our career and any employment opportunity. Unfortunately, the mentality most often surrounding a job search is “I need money to support my basic living expenses; therefore, I’m going to go try and ‘sell myself’ to a prospective employer and hope they pick me.” In surprisingly short order, this approach translates into “And if I work really hard now in this job (that I don’t really like), or struggle to build this company (that I don’t really like) so I can sell it for a billion dollars, then I can spend some quality time with my wife and kids. Then I can travel the globe. Then . . . I will be happy.”


Only the harsh reality is, our most valuable relationships take the biggest beating along the way and often get hopelessly destroyed. It’s the time lost that prevents us from seeing the world. So painfully often, the passionate entrepreneur works 100-hour weeks, attains impressive accomplishments and awards, snags that prized, high-level executive title, finds their way into that coveted corner office with a view, banking a seven-figure salary as proof of it all . . . only to come face-to-face with a life-crushing health crisis, a family that crumbles, or some other tragic event that completely rips the joy out of everything they’ve achieved.


Harsh truths.


So, if the return on investment is relevant to anyone, this approach is clearly not a good investment of our time and energy. If we had actually planned this type of outcome, some might rightfully call it crazy.


Because it is.


I’ve turned to providing guidance to our kids and the next generation because I really believe we can do better. How do we experience-share and counsel them without being “helicopter moms” or “snowplow dads”? My wife and I have been called both of these not-so-affectionate nicknames by our kids—and are both working to do better, to avoid being called worse in the future.


I recently spoke at a Legacy Builders conference, alongside Steve Young (former San Francisco 49ers quarterback and private-equity expert) and other industry experts, to a room full of high-net-worth executives looking for market insights on how to invest their fortunes . . . and how to manage their activities with the next generation of their families. Along with comments about venture capital (VC) as a wealth-transition tool, I relayed personal stories about how my wife and I had taken a step back from overly active parenting to make our kids more independent, and the positive impact it was having on them.


Afterward, many of my discussions with the audience included ideas for embracing life-planning tools and preserving initiative while living a privileged life. As I collaborate with my own kids on strategic planning for life, I try to focus on high ambition, optimal productivity, minimal worry, and constant appreciation and happiness. If my kids continue to be happy, active, continual learners who strive for self-reliance and positive impact, then my wife and I will consider our parenting efforts to be complete.


The How: Find the Best Tools for You


Once you’ve found your Why—what magnetizes you and points north—the next question to ask is: How do I go about accomplishing my Why?


A friend of mine was gifted a beautiful Craftsman table saw for Christmas one year. He’d always wanted one. They looked so impressive in the holiday catalogs, and it was even more so when he removed it from the box, assembled it, and stood it in the designated corner of his garage-turned-woodshop—a veritable trophy of manly machinery. Surely, now he was the epitome of a real DIY kind of guy. Power tools, after all, make the man.


But there the table saw stood, he confessed, unused for months. Before he realized it, an entire year had passed and he hadn’t even plugged the thing in, much less cut a piece of wood. To be perfectly transparent, that glistening, shark-toothed blade, eager to remove one of his fingers when he wasn’t looking, scared the living daylights out of him. It was a beautiful tool, yes, but equally dangerous.


And he’d never used one before.


Nobody had ever taught him how. And all the photos of those capable woodworkers in the catalog seemed to promise it would be so easy. But it wasn’t. There were handy instructions included, sure, but never the slightest mention of how he might address the uneasiness in his soul.


In life, then, personal tools, much like my friend’s new table saw, help us do things, build things, create something from nothing. They can almost miraculously transform our core principles into executable choices that drive our daily actions. In the third section of this book, we’ll deep-dive into those tools. But before we do that, we must learn not to be afraid of them. We must learn how to use them. And even then . . . we must first plug them in.







“I am an optimist.
It does not seem to be too much use being anything else.”


WINSTON CHURCHILL








Best Practices: My Top Two Tools


I’ve always been a big fan of the concept of best practices in business, and I apply them directly to my personal life. Even more than that, I love showing people how it can be done. Although we’ll do a deep-dive into the full array of business best practices that apply to our own lives, I need to give a shoutout to the two essentials that have helped me and my family: the Dream Board and the To-Do List.


The Dream Board


The use of a Dream Board has been instrumental in my personal success. Just as blueprints are essential for building a house, the Dream Board is a major power tool in my life. (Yes, it’s plugged in.) In fact, my entire family now participates, adding their own colored sticky notes on which they’ve written ideas and other visually clarifying dreams that motivate them.


This visual map, which covers two walls of my home office, serves as a constant reminder of where we are headed, what we want to accomplish together, and what we hope to become. It provides ongoing inspiration and motivation: the places in the world we hope to visit, the people we’d most like to meet, and the lifestyle we currently, and in the future, intend to enjoy. A simple tool, perhaps, but oh so powerful. The origins of the Dream Board will be discussed in chapter 6.


The To-Do List


Keeping with the analogy of a DIY home project, if you’ve ever headed off to the hardware store, you know the futility in showing up without a solid shopping list. Without one, you are doomed to walk out of the store armed with a variety of items you don’t actually need (but desperately thought you did), and without the items you actually do need. Without a proper list, you won’t have the right screws, a measuring tape, a level, or safety glasses. Instead, you will be forced to tackle your project holding a new potted plant, mosquito repellent, and that irresistible, inflatable holiday lawn ornament.


The To-Do List (which I’ll discuss more in chapter 10) is a common business tool that most people use. Like a pencil sharpener, it’s simple and effective. But somehow, few have learned the power of employing it as a tool at home.


I keep my list in Google Sheets and display it prominently on the main screen of my computer. (As a complement, I use a paper notebook to list urgent daily items when I am on the go—or often write an email to myself with an action item or big idea for consideration at a later date.) It is never-ending, as I’m continually adding to and deleting from it. Other variations on this classic tool might include reinventing the list altogether—even creating multiple versions, perhaps—all as a visual reminder that underscores your long-term personal, family, and professional goals. In addition, the list leverages your time, helping you identify strategic areas—two or three “birds”—that can be killed with one stone.


When I accomplish just a single item on this list and cross it off with a digital Sharpie, I feel a sense of fulfillment and self-satisfaction. I refer to this as “putting out the fires.” One by one, I extinguish them, even as I add a few more to the list. By the way, I’ve come to realize that success and focus can sometimes come by actually allowing some of those “fires” to burn, especially if I determine they are not actually a priority. If something on the list is not important, often that fire will put itself out.




Caution:


Be careful not to discount the effectiveness of such seemingly simple tools. As with a good pair of safety goggles, we may be lured into thinking we don’t need them—at least, not until that little wood shaving becomes lodged in our eye. The right tool for the job, simple or otherwise, will create lasting and measurable impact.





The When: Timing and Order Are Key


Once you’ve assembled the toolkit you need to execute your plan, the final question to ask is: When do I begin? At this point, you’re probably raring to go.


The short answer is “As soon as you can.” Time is of the essence, and it’s important to be proactive about the way you want your life to go.


One quick note before you get started: Treat your plan like a recipe. Why? Because in a recipe, the order of your steps matters. You can’t put your pan in the oven before you’ve mixed the correct ingredients. Similarly, achieving your goals—in business and in life—requires following a certain order. Welcome to the concept of sequencing.


The Art of Proper Sequencing


I’ve already briefly mentioned this tactic, but it is of such utter significance that we should take a closer look at it. The order in which we make our strategic choices will directly impact the outcome. How often do we fail to recognize that familiar colloquialisms such as “putting the cart before the horse” or “the tail wagging the dog” are painfully accurate in our everyday lives? Setting clear priorities is one thing, but blindly following them out of proper order is a sure way to become lost in the woods. All too often, we rely on invisible priorities—excuses, even—that preempt real progress.


“Once I open multiple offices across the country, then I’ll be happy . . .”


“If I can achieve a steady income of $500,000 each year, then I can send my kids to college . . .”


“When I shed 20 pounds and get in shape, then I will begin reaching out to make more friends and find a life partner . . .”


In each of these examples, the goal is clear. The sequencing, however, is all out of whack. The order of achievement is completely back-assward.


For example, instead of dreaming about losing 20 pounds so you can attract a spouse, perhaps you should place your focus elsewhere. Maybe weight is not the issue at all. It might even take your attention off where it actually needs to be.


If the real goal (in this example) is a deeper, more loving relationship with someone you deeply care about, you might see more lasting results by developing a quick hit list of 5 to 10 things you could immediately put in place to make significant progress in that direction. Then, in reviewing that list, it would become clear that your present weight has little, if anything, to do with it.


Not to say that losing weight is unimportant. Certainly, it has its place in life, your health notwithstanding. But in terms of achieving an enriching marriage relationship, it’s likely to appear toward the bottom of the list. As a side benefit, if by clarifying and prioritizing the proper sequence, your social connections begin to improve, suddenly you may find yourself miraculously motivated to lose weight. (And who knows, maybe your soulmate is at the gym right this very moment, working diligently to lose their own 20 pounds?!?)


Surprise, surprise.


How, then, do you create this proper sequence?


First, that is absolutely the right question to begin with. Second, start with the end in mind. In business, we know it more commonly as basic project planning. In life, it works the same way. In your effort to set up a proper, more impactful sequence of events—the stepping-stones of progress—it is crucial to clarify the actual end goal. Visualize it. Write it down. Say it out loud and listen to the sound of your own voice. The more precisely a target is defined, the easier it is to hit.


Think it. See it. Hear it. Then . . . realize it.


In our cluttered haste to get more done, all too often, we are entirely unsure where we are even headed in the first place. No wonder our priorities and the sequence we use to get there, like an overgrown bramble bush, become a bungled mess of thorny vines. Instead, with a clearly identified goal, we can work backward to where we’re currently standing, thereby designing a series of conscious steps that illuminate the path forward.


That pathway is often catalyzed by a moment of clarity—so when it happens, seize the moment, enjoy it, and don’t let the moment pass without documenting it. When a specific idea or concept has grabbed my attention, I have pulled my car over, gotten off my bike, or stopped running on the treadmill to document it while it was still fresh, so I could execute on it later. If you wait, you will lose the level of detail available when it first hits you.


Let’s break that down further.


Name the Fear


Fear of failure, while often ill-defined, is as real and debilitating as cancer. The challenge comes in redefining what failure actually is. If we looked at failure as merely an outcome, rather than the point at which everything comes to a grinding halt, it wouldn’t cause quite as much emotional pain.


Author and motivational guru Tony Robbins uses the analogy of a baby attempting its first step. When the child inevitably falls down, nobody in their right mind would look at the poor little thing sitting there on the floor and label it a failure. It’s a baby! We all know it will fall down again and again as it learns, one step after the next, until one day it no longer falls down. (At least, not until the day that same baby jumps off the couch in an attempt to fly like Superman.)


Like the baby, we need to redefine failure altogether—falling down simply becomes one more step that didn’t work, one step toward finding out what does work and one step closer to the end goal. After all, it’s just a data point.


My colleagues and I talk about the next best action. We don’t know all the steps required to address a challenge, but we can come up with what we believe is the next best action. Upon achieving that action, more information becomes available and subsequent actions become clearer . . . and the next thing you know, the challenge has been met.


Fears can be addressed in the same manner. You can replace the fear of failure with a healthier fear of missing out, or the fear of regret. You, in effect, name the fear, thereby minimizing it and giving it clarity and, most importantly, finiteness. Then you can take systematic steps to overcome your fear and work toward your goal.


One of the ways I’ve learned to circumvent this fear is to remind myself that the clock is ticking. The average human lives approximately 80 years—that fact creates a sense of urgency in my mind and pushes me forward. If you have ever completed the “weeks of life” chart (4,160 dots for the typical 80 years of life × 52 weeks), you see visually the weeks you’ve already lived . . . and the weeks you have left. That’s motivation for me to make the most of the weeks remaining.


Set Priorities


Aside from any fear that stands in our way, another obstacle to real progress is neglecting to declare your priorities. Many goals never get met simply because they never become a priority. We never take the time to stop, clarify the end goal, and ask: Why? Why is it important? When does it need to be achieved? What will happen if it isn’t?







“A goal is a dream with a deadline.”


NAPOLEON HILL








Several years ago, I decided to participate in an Ironman triathlon. That’s no small goal, but one that I’d held secretly for a while, even from myself. I finally allowed myself to dream about it—but if I hadn’t asked the right questions and taken the proper steps, it would have remained a dream. I never would have made it to the starting line, much less the finish line. Seriously, nobody wakes up one morning and swims 2.4 miles, bikes 112 miles, then runs a full marathon without first clearly knowing why in the world they would ever do such an insane thing. Without those answers, trust me, there would have been a thousand good reasons along the way to call it quits.


To compete in a monster race such as an Ironman, I needed real answers as to my Why. First, it would place me on a valued trajectory for living longer . . . well, that’s a pretty good reason. If I became healthier and stronger, perhaps my brain would function better . . . hmm, another good reason. Maybe my wife would even find me sexier . . . OK, one of the best reasons of all! With my new goal, I would establish a robust culture of health within my family and create a new tradition, a legacy. And finally, I would own bragging rights among a close-knit group of friends (many of whom were incredible high school and college athletes). Combined, those answers worked together to create a pretty big Why. If you are wondering if your network of relationships includes any athletes who’ve completed a full-distance Ironman race, don’t worry—they will eventually find you and tell you all about it (likely more than once). Ha!


Reducing the fear and clarifying the Why becomes more manageable if we break down the goal into smaller bites. In addition, starting becomes more palatable if we give ourselves license to begin, even if a bit messily. As it’s been told to me, “Even starting poorly is better than not starting at all.”


Take Action


Scribble a list of every possible idea that comes to mind: Brainstorm possible action items that might be associated with your goal; do Google searches; call an old associate; buy new running shoes. If it feels right, put it down on paper. When you feel satisfied that you have a solid working list, sit back and identify one or two items that can quickly be crossed off the list—the easiest, the closest to you, the simplest. If you can accomplish these quickly, a satisfying, fulfilling momentum immediately begins to build as you witness yourself moving suddenly closer to the goal than you were only days before. A strange sense of exhilaration takes hold, driving you forward toward the next item on the list. It’s not magic, but it sure feels like it. Take simple baby steps, and sooner than you imagined, you’re walking.


For my goal to compete in an Ironman, one of my first baby steps was to investigate online how to enter a race. (How simple is that? It was a helpful and achievable step.) On a designated website, I then found an easy one-two-three entry application that took approximately two and a half minutes to fill out. That was followed by entering my credit card number (of course). And with almost no effort at all, in about five short minutes, I was a registered participant in my first Ironman competition. I could smell the finish line. I could see the cameras flashing, my face grimacing in pain and satisfied pleasure. I had never been this far down that road before, and it felt so thrilling, I was never turning back. More! Give me more! Next on the list: A training plan. Workout partners. A swim coach. Momentum. The ball was rolling!


In this initial part of the process, what I call activation energy kicks in. With a renewed sense of purpose and commitment, discipline and self-will having little if anything to do with it, it’s time to create a new world designed to support your goal. This is when, once again, you refer back to your messy, scribbled list to find ways to keep the electricity flowing—simple little incentives like placing your running shoes and shorts at the foot of your bed so they are the first thing you see when you stumble out of bed in the morning. Even before you can brush your teeth, you must first deal with your running gear—either put it on or ignore it. But then, it’s there and you really can’t ignore it. You can preprogram calendar alerts, reminders throughout the day and week, to motivate and encourage you to keep taking more baby steps. In doing this, the momentum keeps building on itself, enabling the planets to align in support of your efforts. Before you even realize it, you are no longer just taking baby steps; you’re off and running, and building your weekly calendar around your priority workouts.


Lastly, the tool of accountability seals the deal. If even only to yourself, you must orchestrate a way to be held accountable. The simplest method I have found is to use the spreadsheet program found on almost every computer and handheld device. I make notations and document goal markers; then, when standing in a long line at the grocery store or waiting in the lobby at the dentist’s office, instead of placating a sense of impatience, I turn to my phone and go down the list of all the things waiting for me to attack; gentle reminders of a clear pathway headed right where I want to go. A little habit, perhaps, but it’s empowering in a big way.


But when it comes to the most powerful form of accountability, sharing your key steps and end goal with another person, like your spouse, partner, best friend—or better yet, personal coach, a committed, outside voice—will produce results like nothing else. Hence, every Ironman competitor you know has probably told you about their upcoming race, or the last one they did. This accountability element is real—it’s like having Vince Lombardi (the legendary Green Bay Packers coach) in your pocket, constantly reminding you to “get out there and leave it all on the field.”




To summarize:




• Start messy


• Scribble a list of ideas


• Prioritize items from your list


• Take easy baby steps


• Break down the complex


• Use activation energy


• Keep accountability spreadsheets








The Clock Is Ticking


I am often reminded of the proverbial goal of “living a life without regrets.” Sorry, I can’t do it. One of my healthier fears is definitely that I will regret having wasted time. The older I become, the more I realize the window of my life is closing. If I intend to accomplish anything, I have less time today than I did just yesterday.


So, let’s take a quick snapshot.


As I mentioned earlier, the average person lives approximately 80 years, or roughly 700,000 hours. As we explore the math of life, I apologize for breaking down a person’s life into such minute kernels, but hey, it’s just math. If we sleep 250,000 of those hours, we have about 450,000 waking hours to spend on the things that matter most and to accomplish anything of value.


We could sleep less, but I don’t recommend that, unless you’re spending more than eight hours at a time dreaming about something you should be acting on. I will take a closer look at sleep habits a bit later, but for now, protect those hours. So, during the hours that I’m wide awake, should I spend a few hours working on monthly financial projections, or helping my wife prepare dinner for the family? Should I review that stack of resumes or investment opportunities that has been sitting on the corner of my desk, or maybe go golfing with my kids? These are real decisions, and I’m not suggesting any are right or wrong. I am merely pointing out that all too often, we make these kinds of decisions without clearly thinking about them and, even more often, based (knowingly or not) on a sense of false urgency, rather than on the values that (should) define us.


Truth alert: There is no such thing as work-life balance.


That’s a clever bumper sticker, perhaps, but it isn’t accurate. We don’t have a work life and a personal life. We have only one life. You might be surprised by the suggestion that living a single, planned, thoughtful life—encompassing all the things we value most, including our work—will increase our success in all areas and on every level. It may sound like just a play on words, but it is a twist on how we show up—a little secret that leads directly to something called “happiness.”







“You . . . are where time comes from.”


GAY HENDRICKS








In his book The Big Leap, bestselling author Gay Hendricks refers to our all-too-familiar time deficit (there’s never enough time in the day) and suggests the answers lie in the difference in perspective between “Newtonian Time” and “Einsteinian Time.” Isaac Newton believed time is finite and there is simply only so much allotted to each of us. Use it or waste it as you see fit.


Albert Einstein, on the other hand, took a far more radical view. Based on his theory of relativity, he suggested that we all have the innate ability to slow down or speed up the hands of the clock. Time, then, from his “abundance” perspective, is anything but finite—it’s actually imaginary, something created in the very mind of an individual. Whether it moves quickly or slowly depends on the way you choose to spend that time.


Drudgery leads to time moving painfully slowly, like those excruciating hours for those who tend to watch the clock while on the job. Time slips by quickly, however, when we are fully engaged and passionate about what we are involved in. For two young lovers, so enamored with the fire blazing in each other’s eyes, the evening may feel as if it is over even before it has begun.


Hendricks has built a career around promoting this approach to living a more fulfilling life. He claims, in no uncertain terms, that our real productivity and creativity lie in the realm of whichever mode of time (Newtonian or Einsteinian) we find ourselves in most. He lives by the belief that a person can make a quantum leap in their overall productivity (and free time) by practicing the latter approach, getting far more accomplished and enjoying more in far less time.


The idea of restructuring and retraining ourselves to view time as less concrete—something we are in more control of than we might think and can recalculate to work for us—brings up the subject of the human mind and how our brain functions. In the next chapter, we will take a closer look at how that big, old computer in our head processes information, categorizes a million tiny details, and responds to a world of ongoing information flow and demands. It will become increasingly clear that we have the power to reformat the hard drive and implement new software, if you will, and dramatically improve the way we think and respond.







“You may delay, but time will not.”


BENJAMIN FRANKLIN








Maybe Albert Einstein wasn’t smarter than the rest of the human race, after all. Maybe he just had a better handle on his whole operating system and how to get more out of the machine. Maybe he found a way to successfully train his brain to “slow down time” a bit. And who knows? If we analyze what’s really going on upstairs, maybe we’ll find we all have a little more Einstein in us than we imagined.


Now, wouldn’t that be interesting?


Summary


We explored the importance of proactive living, or living life on purpose, and consciously avoiding reactive living, in which you spend your life sitting in the passenger seat, for designing a more strategic plan for life. To help you with this, we discussed (and hopefully agree on) what you should do before beginning your next project or venture; you will endeavor to stop, focus, and ask three fundamental questions: Why? How? When?


Why do you want to do the thing you’re about to do? How will you execute on your grand plan? And finally, the big When? of it all. No matter whether you subscribe to Newton’s view of time being finite or Einstein’s perspective that we can each speed up or slow down time, the question remains: What will you do with the time allotted to you in your life? It’s entirely up to you to use the clock as you see fit. And that clock . . . it’s ticking.




PRACTICAL TIP


Implement the “Why, How, When” Framework


Before starting any new project or venture, take a moment to ask yourself the three key questions:




• Why do you want to pursue this goal?


• How will you achieve it?


• When do you plan to take action?





Write down your answers and create an action plan based on this framework. This exercise will not only clarify your intentions but also serve as a road map to guide your progress, ensuring you remain proactive, rather than reactive.







[image: image]


CHAPTER 2


FOUR COMMON TRAPS


Like a wily fox, keep a constant lookout for traps. They are common and they are everywhere. The more you look, the more you’ll find. There are so many social and mental traps lying hidden all around us, and like a physical trap, they hold on to us, drain us, and prevent us from reaching our key goals.


The Immediacy Trap


The immediacy trap, for instance. As mentioned previously, this seductive little trap pops up out of nowhere and demands our instant attention, requiring our focus on a given matter . . . right now! Are these actual emergencies? Nope. Most times, it’s insignificant business items that steal our attention. Other times, it’s a WhatsApp message, an ESPN update on your fantasy football team, or some random news alert on Nvidia’s stock price from your stock portfolio app. Forget whatever you are currently engaged in. Forget the lunch date that took you three weeks to schedule. You can always reschedule. Forget that you promised your partner or spouse you’d be home in time for dinner. You have dinner every night. There’s an emergency, for crying out loud! There’s a fire to be put out! (Remember, only you can prevent forest fires.)


It starts with a simple text ding, an incoming call from a telemarketer, an email in your inbox from Southwest Airlines announcing a flight special. Although your brain is currently engaged in a priority project, you feel anxious about not immediately responding to your friend’s text, answering the phone even though it’s an unidentified number, or booking the Southwest flight before the special goes away.


The solution for eliminating distractions and avoiding the need to respond immediately can be as easy as actively managing alerts on your texts and computer. Try it. Shut them all down for a week, and then add back the critical ones. I’ve eliminated all notifications except special audio alerts when my family members call or text. So far, so good!


The best way I have found to keep the important ahead of the urgent is to review my top priorities in life (including health, family, work, etc.) . . . daily. I literally have a spreadsheet-review process that I believe trains my brain each day to stay focused on these priorities, as opposed to the “urgent” items that seem to pop up each day.


The Busyness Trap


Another dangerous trap near the immediacy trap is the looming and deadly busyness trap. This particular snare is so dangerous because it is almost impossible to see, blending seamlessly into our daily work environment like a camouflaged duck hunter sitting in a ground blind. A busy office is not always an efficient or productive office. While some successful entrepreneurs have developed an innate sense for identifying this trap and cutting through the baloney, often it’s the busiest shops that are suddenly forced to close their doors.


Consider the small tech startup that boasts of nonstop coding marathons and back-to-back meetings. While the team is undoubtedly busy, they might be spinning their wheels on minor features rather than focusing on the core product that needs development. In another instance, a retail store could have employees constantly reorganizing stock and tidying displays, yet sales are stagnant because there is no strategic focus on customer engagement or marketing. These examples highlight how the busyness trap can mislead individuals and organizations into believing they are being productive when they are merely engaged in endless cycles of low-impact activities.


Beware.


If a seemingly thriving business can fall into this trap—hanging the proverbial “going out of business” sign in the front window—how might we get ensnared in our personal lives as well? If we continually succumb to the busyness trap and lose “personal focus,” the consequences will soon be far more dire than just having to close shop.


Hustle and bustle can become a dark deception, trying to convince us that if we remain busy, we are accomplishing great things. Unfortunately, the exact opposite is quite often the case—the constant chaos and whirlwind of activity is actually what prevents us from accomplishing much of anything of real significance. The sage advice to “slow down in order to speed up” is more than a clever bumper sticker on your new Tesla. It is a conscious way of moving through life with a steady eye on outcomes versus merely the appearance of productive activity.


If your natural response when people ask how things are going at work or with your new startup is “We are soooo busy . . . ,” then pause. Is being busy a badge of honor or a signal of achievement? Instead, let’s start to think about and communicate key milestones and progress.


To avoid the mental busyness trap, find ways to slow down. It may be more scheduled breaks between Zoom calls, or a walk after lunch, or a quick call to a friend to check in—but step away from your workstation and make time for a digital detox.







“What if we stopped celebrating being busy as a measurement of importance?”


GREG MCKEOWN








On a personal note, I work hard to drink a gallon of water a day as part of a healthy routine. In my family, we playfully say “Hydrate to be great,” and my wife often carries a gallon jug of water around with her until it’s gone. I mention our hydration strategy here because my regular trips to the restroom force a break in the action of work and a busy life—and I find my walks to the restroom and back provide moments for reflection that often change my behavior and priorities when I return to my desk.
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