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Endorsements of The Secrets of Success

Drawing from a lifetime of extraordinary experiences in business, civic engagement, and the Presbyterian Church, Dr. Frank Clark Spencer presents a thoughtful and persuasive case for navigating modern life with purpose and integrity. Intelligent, forthright, and concise, The Secrets of Success distills three timeless principles—commitment, compassion, curiosity—that can help anyone thrive.

Whether you’re looking for a new direction, a fresh challenge, or a renewed sense of purpose, The Secrets of Success offers motivating guidance to help you pursue a life of balance, fulfillment, and lasting happiness.

Richard Dubose, President of Montreat Conference Center

Frank has been my friend and colleague for over 40 years, and I can say with confidence that he has outlined a compelling blueprint for a life where prosperity serves a greater purpose: doing good in the world. His journey—rooted in love and service to family, faith and community—is shared with clarity and insight.

While generations may change, his wisdom remains timeless. I highly recommend this book to both the 17-year-old just starting out and the 60-plus-year-old reflecting on their path. No matter your age, you’ll find valuable lessons in Frank’s reflections.

Mike Clement, Founder and Managing Partner, Strait Insights; former Chief of Global Communications, Bank of America

Reflecting on the arc of his remarkable career as a leader and pastor, Frank’s personal retrospective is a gift to anyone seeking a life of purpose and meaning—without losing themselves or the relationships that matter most.

Between buildings and boardrooms, deals and negotiations, marriage and children, he uncovers essential truths found in the depths and breadth of one man’s quest for success and happiness.

Rev. Dr. Lori Raible, Pastor, Selwyn Presbyterian Church; Trustee, Union Presbyterian Seminary

The Secrets of Success is neither a self-help nor “get rich quick” book. Part personal reflection of well-lived life and part holistic book of wisdom, Spencer offers a compass and maps through a beautifully told series of life journeys that show how the trip can—and should—be as meaningful as the destination. Drawing on his impressive accomplishments and honest reflections on setbacks, Spencer shares time-tested principles for anyone seeking meaningful success in life and work.

He honors the uniqueness of each generation, encouraging readers to deeply consider their preparation, pursuit, and goals—not just to find what they think they want, but to discover what’s truly worth living for: fulfillment, purpose, service, and significance.

Spencer reminds us that fun, adventure, finding the right life-partner, and nurturing spiritual convictions in community are just as important as education and professional skills. Perhaps most refreshing, many of the book’s most encouraging values come toward the end—graciously showing us that at any age or stage, we can take thoughtful steps to improve our path. Spencer reveals that the best and most rewarding kinds of success truly can be yours.

Rev. Thomas Taylor, J.D., Ph.D., President & CEO, Presbyterian Foundation

I often tell people to “make the rest of your life the best of your life.” Going forward, I’m simply going to tell them to read The Secrets of Success. What a compelling, riveting journey. In this concise and powerful read, Dr. Spencer takes you through his extraordinary life, offering practical tips, insights, and tools for building a successful, meaningful, and rewarding life.

Looking for lessons on drive, ambition, independence, or confidence? They’re here. Want a fresh perspective on leadership, finances, education, construction, real estate, relationships, religion, athletics, parenting, travel, or diversity, equity and inclusion? Grab a pen and pad—this book delivers.

As an educator, speaker and coach, I’m always seeking resources to strengthen my message. Going forward, every client and coachee of mine will be encouraged to read this book. While reading, I found myself thinking, “Why didn’t Dr. Spencer write this sooner? My life could have been very different.” His take on excellence, service, discomfort, preparation, and long-term success is spot on.

That said, this book isn’t for everyone. It’s for those ready to look in the mirror and challenge themselves—personally and professionally—to go beyond the next level. I’m going to be better, do better and live better because of The Secrets of Success.

Dr. James Smith, Jr., CSP, Author, Speaker, Educator, Coach
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Disclaimer

The material in this publication is of the nature of general comment only and does not represent professional advice. It is not intended to provide specific guidance for particular circumstances, and it should not be relied on as the basis for any decision to take action or not take action on any matter which it covers. Readers should obtain professional advice where appropriate, before making any such decision. To the maximum extent permitted by law, the author and publisher disclaim all responsibility and liability to any person, arising directly or indirectly from any person taking or not taking action based on the information in this publication.


For my wife, Melanie, who has been my partner, my closest advisor, my greatest supporter, my love, and my friend for forty-four years.

And for my children, Aly and Clark, who have shown me new ways to see the world and who have taught me how to be a better person, a better father, an advisor, and their greatest supporter.


Introduction: Principles That Lead to Success

There are universal truths that lie at the heart of creating a successful career and a happy life. These include commitment to a life partner, an employer, and cultural institutions. I can certainly see their efficacy in my own history. Some of these principles may seem counterintuitive to our current cultural moment, because they do not embrace a focus on individual self-actualization or the gig economy, but all are backed up by research. For example, you don’t build career success by constantly switching jobs, but rather by realizing significant accomplishments. I have stayed in some jobs as little as two years, and never stayed in the same job more than fifteen years, but in all of my roles I stayed until I achieved the goals I had established with my organization. 

I have been fortunate to live an extraordinary life based on the principles that I will share with you in these pages. Sometimes I was in the right place at the right time. Other times, perhaps I was lucky. But more often than not, I was willing to put myself forward, to get noticed, to take a risk. By definition, not all risks work out, but taking no risks will not achieve any positive outcomes. Anyone can put these principles to work in their own life and build a successful career and a happy life.

Throughout my life, beginning in early adolescence and carrying through to today in my mid-sixties, four elements have always been present for me: family, faith, community, and vocation/finance. 

Yes, finance. This is not a book about wealth creation or how to get rich quick, but it will discuss subjects related to career and financial matters, because in the United States of today some level of financial security and professional mastery is required for other elements of life to be in balance. 

According to the US Department of Labor, the average employed person in the US works 8.08 hours each workday. That equals 40.4 hours per week, 2,020 hours per year, 80,000 hours over a career, or about 36% of our waking time as adults. For many who achieve at high levels, the percentage only gets higher. Given that Americans spend so much of their time and emotional energy on their careers, insights leading to positive outcomes are essential for success and happiness. However, the principles we will examine extend far beyond career implications.

The Harvard Study of Adult Development concludes:

“There is a lot to be said for achievement if what you’re doing is meaningful to you. What we find is that the badges of achievement don’t make people happy. We had people who were CEOs, who made lots of money, or who became famous. Those things did not relate to happiness. But, to the extent that achieving things that are important to you is fulfilling, that does make a difference in well-being.”

First and foremost, my wife, Melanie, and I have built a life partnership that has lasted over forty years and is the platform that has allowed each of us to achieve things that neither of us could have done, or even attempted, alone. We have had financial success as a result of our partnership, moving from a negative net worth coming out of graduate school to a place of financial security today. Sometimes I was the primary breadwinner, while Melanie fulfilled that role in our family at many other times. 

We have been lifelong learners, each earning multiple graduate degrees, including doctorates as a part of second careers. That continuous learning has allowed Melanie to transition from a senior marketing role in the nation’s largest bank to becoming a research scientist and building the Center for Outcomes Research and Evaluation in the nation’s second-largest public health system.

For my part, I have led four not-for-profit organizations as the president or CEO, as well as four profit-seeking businesses, including an initial public offering (IPO) on the New York Stock Exchange (NYSE). Those organizations have employed thousands of people. 

Extraordinary success in business saw the small private company I bought into grow from forty employees with a valuation of $10 million, to over 600 employees and a publicly traded valuation in excess of $1 billion. I was named Southeast Entrepreneur of the Year in the real estate and construction category, and later was inducted into the Ernst & Young (E&Y) national Entrepreneur Hall of Fame. 

After leaving the company that I took public, I entered seminary, earned a master’s degree, and changed careers to full-time ministry. Throughout our lives, we have been committed to professional success, to our community, to the Presbyterian Church, to our families and to each other. While no life is without its ups and downs, viewing those elements as part of the wholeness of life has allowed us to build integrated lives of meaning and happiness.

I hope my personal and professional stories will be a source of inspiration, and serve as illustrations of the principles that lead to success. These pages are from my perspective—as a white, cis-gendered male, in a long-term monogamous relationship, with a long history of successful leadership—and thus contain certain biases (which is the case for any personal retrospective). 

However, these principles are universal and are not bound by race, gender, sexual orientation, or geography. I believe these principles are adaptable to each individual’s unique context. We will explore them in depth in the following chapters: 

Chapter 1: Three Key Personal Traits—Commitment, Compassion, Curiosity

Chapter 2: Building a Successful Career—Interviewing, Learning on someone else’s dime, Finding mentors

Chapter 3: Being Part of Something Bigger than Yourself—Volunteering to lead, Going full-time non-profit, Career and community

Chapter 4: Seeking Equity Ownership—Recognizing opportunity, Running the show, Moving into the big time

Chapter 5: Building a Happy Life—Work, Learning, Leadership, Adolescence, Adventure, Exploration 

Chapter 6: Evolving with a Life Partner—Binding yourselves together, Sharing achievements, Ensuring you don’t skip the romance, Doing life together

Chapter 7: Finding an Integrated Life—Drifting, The perfect combination, Personal costs

Chapter 8: Looking Ahead—Generational shifts, Artificial intelligence, Diversity and the future of work

Conclusion: Reflections on Principles—Envisioning a new paradigm, Organizational realities, Keeping the saw sharp, The role of the leader, A final word 

Are you ready? Let’s get to it.


Chapter 1: Three Key Personal Traits

My parents weren’t wealthy when I was growing up, but what they gave to my siblings and me has been more valuable than any monetary boost they might have provided. Dad was a college president, and my mother was his partner. They were both highly intelligent, extraordinarily well-educated, deeply well-mannered, politically aware, religiously faithful, compassionate to individuals, and committed to the community. 

All of these traits and priorities were passed on to me, along with good genes that have sustained my health, given me modest athletic ability, and provided a voice and physical presence that can dominate a small gathering or capture an auditorium full of listeners. 

My parents’ expectations for their four children were that we would behave well, especially around adults. Behaving well did not simply mean that we were silent, but rather that we all learned to engage in meaningful conversation, welcome strangers into a gathering, inquire with interest about another person, and be respectful of all people.
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Frank’s parents at Davidson College

We were also exposed to people of great intellect and influence. Every sitting governor of North Carolina came to our house to call on Dad. Guests included secretary of state Dean Rusk, senator Terry Sanford, Watergate prosecutor Archibald Cox, and philanthropist E. H. Little. So, I became accustomed to engaging powerful people as the caring human beings they were.

Our parents insisted that we all attend top colleges (we were all good students). As the youngest, I can assure you that they were glad when I won a full scholarship for my four years of undergraduate education. Graduate school was left for me to figure out on my own.

So, I came from a place of privilege, if not great wealth. I am able-bodied, grew up white in the South, was a high school varsity athlete, and was offered the finest in education. But the principles this book will discuss are not about capitalizing on a head start. Rather, what I hope to impart are the foundations that allow anyone to build a successful career and a happy life.

A lot has been written about happiness. In the Presbyterian Church (USA), we talk about four principal areas of wholeness/wellness: spiritual, vocational, financial, and health (physical and mental). I believe all are necessary for true happiness. 

Research from Fidelity Investments shows that the single greatest happiness-inducing event in Americans’ lives is paying off debt. This exceeds getting married, becoming a parent, getting a raise, or anything else we associate with positive feelings. I still have my canceled loan document from graduate school forty years ago. Paying off that debt was a milestone for Melanie and me.

As I contemplate what leads to meaning and happiness in our lives, I am convinced that positive outcomes in each of the four areas identified by the church are driven by three personal traits.

Commitment, Compassion, Curiosity

In all aspects of your life, three elements must be present and working together to achieve the positive results we all seek. Your commitment to excellence in everything you do makes you a valuable partner in relationships. Your compassion for others will lead you to a life of hospitality, exhibited in every setting. Your curiosity is the basis of learning and developing broad perspectives that will allow you to gain understanding, and ultimately to envision a fulfilling future.

Relationships are supported by each of these personal traits, and it is hard to overstate the importance of those relationships. The Harvard Study of Adult Development finds:

“The people who were happiest, who stayed healthiest as they grew old, and who lived the longest were the people who had the warmest connections with other people. In fact, good relationships were the strongest predictor of who was going to be happy and healthy as they grew old.”

When you think about it, commitment, compassion, and curiosity are the elements that bring forth success in all areas of life. 

If you want a successful marriage, you have to commit to the other person. You have to care about their feelings and well-being. You have to be constantly curious about what makes them tick, what they want, and what they value, because all of those can change over time.

If you want to be healthy, or go further and be a successful athlete, you have to commit to nutrition, conditioning, and practice. You have to care about others who are on your team or who train with you—athletes tell us over and over that they play harder for their teammates than for themselves, and I have experienced this directly. And you have to be curious and learn how to get better.

If you want a deep spiritual life, you have to commit to a tradition. Untethered spirituality does not lead to deep relationships and deep meaning. Every religious tradition requires that we actively care about what happens to other people who share this earthly plane with us. It is important to question your own tradition as the basis of learning, and be curious as to how others have thought about the essential elements of our existence. As I came to understand my own tradition more deeply through my seminary studies, I became receptive to learning more about other traditions and grew more ecumenical in my perspectives. 

If you want to succeed in your career, you have to commit to learning a craft or skill that makes you valuable to your company, customers, or clientele. You have to commit to getting better and staying current, then sharing your expertise for the benefit of your company and colleagues. You have to care about what happens to everyone with whom you enter into transactions. Playing the zero-sum game, where there is one loser and one winner, is destructive beyond a purely short-term horizon, because you become untrustworthy in your circle and in your community. 

My work has often called on financial skills, whether as a volunteer developing budgets, grant applications, and financial structures to build affordable housing, or in my paid roles, from reimagining the finances of Habitat for Humanity Charlotte to my current role leading the Board of Pensions of the Presbyterian Church (USA), with over $13 billion in assets and 65,000 beneficiaries.

On three separate occasions, my entire enterprise has teetered on the brink of disaster. In all three cases, the issue was either debt we needed, or debt we doubted we could repay. In a capital-intensive business such as real estate, debt is essential to profitability, but it cuts like a knife when things move against you. In all three cases, my personal relationships saved the day. 

Developing skills and relationships across the full spectrum of endeavor will take you places you never could have imagined. 

My business pursuits have brought me into meaningful conversations with fascinating people like George H. W. Bush, Colin Powell, the legendary financier Lewis Ranieri, Bart Starr, the infamous former CEO of HealthSouth Richard Scrushy, former Bank of America (B of A) CEO Hugh McColl, Harvard Business School professor Michael Porter, former Augusta National Golf Club chair Billy Payne, Harvard professor and former dean of London Business School John Quelch, investor Roger Ibbotson, and even Sarah Ferguson, Duchess of York.

Melanie and I have been deeply engaged in our communities, including caring ministries and electoral politics. This work has brought us into equally compelling relationships. Melanie and I chatted with President and Mrs. Carter at his boyhood home through Habitat for Humanity. I formed a relationship with Rep. John Lewis of Georgia when serving as chair of Montreat Conference Center. And, thanks to our daughter’s relationships, we danced at President Obama’s inaugural ball in 2008. 

On a Chamber of Commerce inter-city visit, I went bar hopping in Atlanta with soon-to-be governor of North Carolina, Pat McCrory. McCrory’s successor was governor Roy Cooper, a longtime friend and fraternity brother. We have visited the home of former White House chief of staff Erskine Bowles while working on Democratic campaigns. And most recently, we were invited to participate in Renaissance Weekend, developed and led by former US ambassador Phil Lader and his wife, Linda. 

At other times, engagement has tested my character. Representing Habitat for Humanity, I was called to Congress by Rep. Shelley Capito to testify in relation to mortgage rules and the origins of the global financial crisis of 2008. When I refused to acknowledge the Dodd-Frank bill as a plausible fix to the circumstances that plunged the world into financial turmoil, I became the subject of intense scrutiny. It’s no fun taking angry calls from congressional offices. Ultimately, I was pushed into defending my position on the national editorial pages of the McClatchy newspapers.

Melanie and I have been active in the Presbyterian Church, where I am now an ordained minister of Word and Sacrament. We have served as youth advisors, teachers, coaches, and hosts for our unhoused neighbors on Monday nights, always working together.

Everyone can build a life of meaning and happiness. Whether you are still in school, early in your career, or guiding your own children, these principles will serve you well. 

Robert Waldinger, the director of the Harvard Study of Adult Development, says:

“I’ve heard people in their twenties and certainly older say, ‘It’s too late for me. I’m not good at relationships. It’s never going to happen for me. I give up.’ We had people in our study who gave up, and then, when they least expected it, new stuff happened... I want to leave people with the fact that, at least from our data, if you think you know it’s too late for you, think again: you don’t know.”

No matter where you are now, you can make a decision to either keep going or change course. Finding your north star, the thing to which you are truly committed, is the key. Think about the nature of navigating your course. No matter how long you have been wandering or where you find yourself at this moment, you can get out your compass and your very next step can be toward the true north. 

Let’s get going.


Chapter 2: Building a Successful Career

Every successful career has to have a beginning, a time for developing expertise, and then an expansion of responsibilities that results in a true leadership opportunity. But it all starts with the interview process. Whether you are coming out of college, graduate school, or simply looking for the entry point to a new direction in your career, you will need to interview. So, let’s start there.
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