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SECTION I

You and Your Mojo










CHAPTER 1

Mojo, You, and Me




A few years ago I attended a girls’ high school basketball game with my friend Mel and his family. Mel’s daughter Chrissy was her team’s starting point guard. It was the league championship and we were all hoping for the best.

But in the first half, Chrissy and her teammates could do nothing right. As they headed toward the locker room at halftime, they were down by seventeen points, their shoulders were stooped, and I could see a couple teammates arguing with each other. The coach was swinging his clipboard like a traffic cop, hurrying the girls as if he were afraid things might get worse if they didn’t get off the court as quickly as possible. The game was so lopsided that I was dreading the second half. I could see Mel thinking the same thing: Please Lord, no more of this.

But we reminded ourselves that anything’s possible, that Chrissy’s team could claw back and at least make the game interesting. And that’s precisely what happened.

Chrissy and her teammates opened the half with a couple of three-point shots and a steal that led to an easy layup. In what seemed the blink of an eye, a daunting lead of seventeen points had been trimmed to a more manageable nine points. And Chrissy’s team didn’t let up. They continued to chip away until they trailed by only three. The opposing team’s coach finally called a time-out and everyone on our side stood up to applaud our team’s thrilling comeback.

Mel turned to me and said, “We’re gonna win this game.” And at that moment, I knew exactly what he meant.

The evidence was on the court. The entire tone of the game had changed. While in the first half Chrissy’s team had been confused, now they were prowling the court with a renewed sense of urgency and a little more swagger. You could see it in their eyes. Each player was thinking, Give me the ball. I can do it. You could see the change come over the other team as well. While in the first half they were operating in a smooth, wordless flow as they built up their enormous lead, now they were tense, bickering with each other, whining about the referees, and turning more frequently to the bench, where their coach was gesturing wildly and trying to settle them down.

Chrissy’s team did, in fact, go on to win the game. Who can say why a confused, dispirited team emerged from halftime with a different attitude? Perhaps they found a communal purpose in the embarrassment of being down by seventeen points. Perhaps their coach gave them a new game plan. Or maybe they won the game simply because of the boost of confidence that came with the good fortune of starting the second half with a string of small successes that produced eight unanswered points. Maybe all of these factors combined to lift the team’s spirit from negative to positive.

What I remember most vividly about that game was that moment when Mel turned to me and we both knew that Chrissy’s team would do just fine. We all felt it, and our natural response was to stand up and cheer.

That moment is the condition I call Mojo. It is the moment when we do something that’s purposeful, powerful, and positive, and the rest of the world recognizes it. This book is about that moment—how we can create it in our lives, how we maintain it, and how we recapture it when we need it again.

To some degree, we’re all familiar with Mojo. If you’ve ever given a speech—and done it well—you know the feeling. I realize that public speaking is one of people’s greatest fears; many people would rather crawl through a snake-filled swamp than talk in front of a crowd. But if you’re a remotely successful adult, chances are you’ve had to speak in public at some point. It might be a sales pitch to a customer. It might be an internal presentation where you defend your work to your bosses and peers. It might be a eulogy at a loved one’s funeral, or a toast at your daughter’s wedding. Whatever the occasion, if you’ve done it well—if the audience hangs on every word, nods in agreement, laughs at your jokes, and applauds at the end—you’ve created the same feeling that was spreading across Chrissy’s high school gymnasium. You’re firing on all cylinders and everyone in the room senses it. That is the essence of Mojo.

The word “mojo” originally referred to a folk belief in the supernatural powers of a voodoo charm, often in the form of a piece of cloth or a small pouch. (That’s what Muddy Waters was referring to in his song “Got My Mojo Working.”) That quasi-superstitious meaning persists for some people. I know one entrepreneur who doesn’t go to work without playing five hands of gin rummy with his wife. “If I win,” he told me, “I’ve got my Mojo. If she wins, I don’t sign any contracts that day.”

Over time the word has evolved to describe a sense of positive spirit and direction, especially in the shifting tides of sports, business, and politics. It could be a politician in a tight election coming off a couple of weeks of successful error-free campaigning that results in a favorable jump in the polls; suddenly the pundits anoint him as the candidate in the race with Mojo. It could be a colleague who pulls off a string of moneymaking deals; suddenly everyone has to admit—some grudgingly—that she is “on a roll,” that she’s found her Mojo.

To other people, Mojo is a more elusive sense of personal advancement through the world. You’re moving forward, making progress, achieving goals, clearing hurdles, passing the competition—and doing so with increasing ease. What you are doing matters and you enjoy doing it. Sports people call this being “in the zone.” Others describe it under the umbrella term “flow.”

My definition of Mojo spins off from the great value I attach to finding happiness and meaning in life.

Mojo plays a vital role in our pursuit of happiness and meaning because it is about achieving two simple goals: loving what you do and showing it. These goals govern my operational definition:

 

Mojo is that positive spirit toward what we are doing now that starts from the inside and radiates to the outside.

 

Our Mojo is apparent when the positive feelings toward what we are doing come from inside us and are evident for others to see. In other words, there’s no gap between the positive way we perceive ourselves—what we are doing—and how we are perceived by others.

Four vital ingredients need to be combined in order for you to have great Mojo.

The first is your identity. Who do you think you are? This question is more subtle than it sounds. It’s amazing to me how often I ask people this question and their first response is, “Well, I think I’m perceived as someone who…” I ask them to stop immediately, saying, “I didn’t ask you to analyze how you think other people see you. I want to know who you think you are. Taking everyone else in the world out of the equation, including the opinions of your spouse, your family, and your closest friends, how do you perceive yourself?” What follows is often a long period of silence as they struggle to get their self-image into focus. After people think for a while, I can generally extract a straight answer. Without a firm handle on our identity, we may never be able to understand why we gain—or lose—our Mojo.

The second element is achievement. What have you done lately? These are the accomplishments that have meaning and impact. If you’re a salesperson, this might be landing a big account. If you’re a creative type, it could be coming up with a breakthrough idea. But this too is a more subtle question than it sounds—because we often underrate or overrate our achievements based on how easy or hard they were to pull off.

For example, one of the most senior human resources executives I know told me she could pinpoint the exact moment her career took off—although she thought nothing of it at the time. She was the assistant to her company’s CEO. One day she heard him complaining about the company’s tracking system for expenses. That night she wrote a memo to the CEO on how she would streamline the system. It didn’t require much effort or brainpower on her part; as someone who had been filling out the CEO’s travel and entertainment reports for years, she had a very good sense of the reimbursement system already in place. But the memo impressed her boss, who almost immediately moved her into the human resources department, where she could shake things up with her ideas. In her manager’s eyes, she clearly demonstrated insight, initiative, and executive ability—and her memo became the moment that jump-started her career from assistant to where she is today, overseeing hundreds of employees.

That’s just one example of what might be defined as a “small” achievement, but was really a big one.

We will look at achievements from two perspectives: (1) What we bring to the task, and (2) What the task gives to us. Until we can honestly put a value on what we’ve accomplished lately, we may not be able to create or regain our Mojo.


The third element is reputation. Who do other people think you are? What do other people think you’ve done lately? Unlike the questions about identity and achievement, there’s no subtlety here. While identity and achievement are definitions that you develop for yourself, your reputation is a scoreboard kept by others. It’s your coworkers, customers, friends (and sometimes strangers who’ve never met you) grabbing the right to grade your performance—and report their opinions to the rest of the world. Although you can’t take total control of your reputation, there’s a lot you can do to maintain or improve it, which can in turn have an enormous impact on your Mojo.

The fourth element to building Mojo is acceptance. What can you change, and what is beyond your control? On the surface, acceptance—that is, being realistic about what we can and cannot change in our lives and accommodating ourselves to those facts—should be the easiest thing to do. It’s certainly easier than creating an identity from scratch or rebuilding a reputation. After all, how hard is it to resign yourself to the reality of a situation? You assess it, take a deep breath (perhaps releasing a tiny sigh of regret), and accept it. And yet acceptance is often one of our greatest challenges. Rather than accept that their manager has authority over their work, some employees constantly fight with their bosses (a strategy that rarely ends well). Rather than deal with the disappointment of getting passed over for a promotion, they’ll whine that “it’s not fair” to anyone who’ll listen (a strategy that rarely enhances their image among their peers). Rather than take a business setback in stride, they’ll hunt for scapegoats, laying blame on everyone but themselves (a strategy that rarely teaches them how to avoid future setbacks). When Mojo fades, the initial cause is often failure to accept what is—and get on with life.

By understanding the impact and interaction of identity, achievement, reputation, and acceptance, we can begin to alter our own Mojo—both at work and at home.

Mojo appears in our lives in various guises. Some people have it for almost everything they do, no matter how unpleasant the activity may seem to others. Some have it, lose it, and can’t seem to get it back. Some lose it and recover it. And then there are those who have it in some parts of their lives but not in others.

Which of the following examples sounds familiar to you?


Case 1. Aside from my parents and family members, Dennis Mudd was the first “great person” in my life. Not “great” in the sense of a Winston Churchill or Buddha—who altered the lives of people they never met—but great nonetheless because, in his modest way, he had a lasting positive impact on the people he did meet.

When I was fourteen years old and living in Kentucky, the roof on our home started to leak badly. So my father hired Dennis Mudd to put on a new roof. To save money, I was dragooned into assisting him. To this day, putting on a roof in the middle of a Kentucky summer is the hardest physical labor I’ve ever done. But it was eye-opening because I got to work every day with Mr. Mudd—a man with naturally abundant Mojo. I was amazed at the care Mr. Mudd put into the laying of the shingles. Nothing was left to chance. Everything had to be perfect. Mr. Mudd was patient with me as I made mistakes. If a tile was loose or out of line, he would help me rip it up and show me how to lay it down correctly. In hindsight, it’s quite possible that my assistance actually slowed Mr. Mudd down, but he never mentioned it. After a while, I became “infected” by Mr. Mudd’s joyful spirit toward the job of roofing in the hot summer sun. My attitude changed from “grudging willingness” to “pride in a job well done.” Each morning, I woke up looking forward to working on the roof.

When the project was finally over, Dennis Mudd presented my dad with an invoice and said, “Bill, take your time and inspect our work. If this roof meets your standards, pay me. If not, there is no charge.” Mr. Mudd wasn’t kidding, even though not getting paid would have been a serious financial hit for him and his family.

Dad examined the roof, complimented us on a job well done, and paid Dennis Mudd—who then paid me.*


That pay-me-what-you-think-it’s-worth gesture was not a stunt. It was an expression of Mr. Mudd’s identity. I realize now, five decades later, that his pride in the quality of his work made this a low-risk proposition. He was confident other people would see the quality—and pay him what he deserved. Not only did he harbor an internal positive spirit toward what he was doing, but also it showed on the outside in a way that other people could not miss. That is Mojo in its purest form.

Case 2. Chuck is a “former” TV executive who was once one of the top leaders in his industry. He was responsible for breakthrough ideas that you can still see evidence of on the air—and he still knows as much about his field as anyone in the business. He has been a “former” TV executive for five years—in other words, that’s how long he’s been out of work. And it’s not that he hasn’t been aggressively pursuing another job: With his contacts and credibility, he can pick up the phone and talk to any powerful decision-maker he wants. That’s an enviable position to be in, and though he hasn’t abused it, he’s discussed his situation with virtually everyone in a position to help him.

Over the years he’s picked up the occasional consulting assignment, hoping that it might turn into a permanent job, but nothing has materialized. He’s now fifty-five years old. The longer he’s out of work, the less likely it is that he will get work. If you haven’t worked in your field for half a decade, there comes a point when you can’t call yourself a “TV executive” anymore.

Through severance packages and sound investments, Chuck has saved enough money to provide for his family. But the situation is taking a toll on his psyche and confidence. Lately, he’s begun worrying about what kind of role model he has been for his children. Do they see him as a success, or as someone who’s been hanging around the house for five years? It also pains him to see leadership positions at TV networks, cable channels, and production companies now being occupied by some of the people he once hired and trained. He’s begun talking more and more about the glory days when he was on top. He prefers reminiscing about the past to dealing with his future.

Friends have told him that he should start up his own production company. When he was on top, he was one of the best “idea men” in the business. He could still use that talent to develop projects that he could pitch to his deep list of contacts. With that initiative, he’d be back in the game, dealing with potential customers as an equal rather than scratching at their doors for favors. But because of either inertia or fear, Chuck can’t do it. He doesn’t want to work for himself. He wants to work for a big organization. That’s all he’s ever done. That’s all he knows. He wants to dial back his life to the way it was before he lost his job.

Chuck is counting on a stroke of luck. But he’s not doing what’s required to create that luck. His identity is wrapped up in a past that grows more distant and foggy by the day. His past achievements—some five years old, some much older—are no longer relevant. His reputation—what he thinks of himself—is no longer in sync with what others think.

But Chuck’s biggest error is one of acceptance. He’s still hoping to find a job that replicates his last one. The only problem—which he refuses to acknowledge—is that job no longer exists for him. Until he accepts that, Chuck’s Mojo will never come back.

Case 3. The date: July 7, 1956. The place: the Newport Jazz Festival in Newport, Rhode Island.* It’s Saturday night. Duke Ellington and his band are scheduled to perform. The fifty-seven-year-old Ellington has had a rough go of it in recent years. In the 1930s and ’40s, playing hits like “Take the A Train” and “Mood Indigo,” he led the greatest big band ever. But changing musical tastes and the cost of touring with sixteen musicians have put a dent in Ellington’s success. The summer before, in 1955, the Ellington orchestra was reduced to accompanying ice skaters at a rink on Long Island. When your name implies royalty, it doesn’t get lower than that.

Ellington is anxious to do well at Newport. He has composed a new piece, “The Newport Festival Suite,” for the occasion. But the night does not begin auspiciously. Four of his band members don’t show up, and festival producer George Wein asks Ellington to open the evening with “The Star Spangled Banner.” After two more tunes, as people in the audience are restlessly milling about under a humid summer sky, Ellington is waved off the stage to make way for other performers. Ellington is indignant. “What are we, the animal act? The acrobats?” he asks.

He has to wait three hours before returning to the stage. It’s near midnight and at least a third of the audience has gone home. But Ellington is still angry and determined to put on a great show. He is down—but not out. He has played the new composition and two more numbers, when a light rain begins, sending people to the exits.

To get them back, Ellington calls for one of his standbys, the up-tempo “Diminuendo and Crescendo in Blue,” written in 1937. It’s a two-part piece which Ellington usually connects with one of his piano solos. But tonight he lets tenor saxophonist Paul Gonsalves do the honors. Gonsalves launches into a furious solo and people return to their seats. Ellington senses the audience’s change in mood and urges Gonsalves to keep it up; he won’t let him stop. Two minutes into the solo, the normally sedate crowd, which was heading for home a few minutes earlier, begins to roar with approval. An attractive blonde in a strapless summer dress gets up near the stage and starts dancing. More people begin to dance. Onstage, Ellington and the band are shouting words of encouragement to Gonsalves. The crowd is in such a frenzy that producer Wein frantically signals to Ellington to cut the number short. He’s afraid of a riot. “Don’t be rude to the artists,” Ellington shouts back, wagging his finger. Gonsalves solos for nearly seven minutes. As the tune ends, the crowd rushes the stage. Wein again pleads with Ellington to leave the stage for safety’s sake. Ellington refuses and continues through four encores.

The next day the band’s performance is a front-page international sensation. “Ellington Is Back!” shout the headlines. A few weeks later Time magazine puts Ellington on the cover. A recording of the Newport appearance is rushed out and sells more than a million copies, becoming the most successful release of Ellington’s career. Ellington is reborn. He never works a skating rink again, and goes on to produce an astonishing body of new work in the later years of his career. When he turns seventy, his birthday party is held at the White House.

It’s tempting to treat this as a tale of redemptive luck: a great performer on the downswing revives his career through a heroic last-stand miracle of timing and circumstance. But if we dig a little deeper we see the mechanics of Mojo at work. Even as his popularity ebbed, Duke Ellington never abandoned his love of performing. He still maintained his orchestra and continued to tour nonstop, covering any losses out of his own pocket. Being a working musician is who he was. His reputation had taken a hit as musical tastes changed, but his identity (working musician) and achievements (classic tunes) were intact and undisputed. He still felt a positive spirit about what he was doing. Newport let him radiate that spirit to the outside world. At Newport, the crowd finally saw what Ellington knew all along. At Newport the world heard Duke Ellington the way he heard himself.

Case 4. Janet isn’t a good strategic leader; she is a great strategic leader. She is regarded as the best pure businessperson in her company, even better than the CEO. She can combine strategic brilliance with a knack for execution—a rare skill. She hires great people and coaches them along the way. Nothing matters more to her than developing—and nurturing—her team. People love working for her. She consistently produces fantastic results, not only from quarter to quarter, but with innovations that will pay off in the future.

But something goes seriously wrong for Janet when she steps outside her “circle of trust” and has to deal with people at corporate headquarters. The same instinct that leads her to nurture and protect her team turns into an unfortunate defensiveness when she finds herself among other division heads. Despite her track record, Janet feels like she has to prove herself to her peers. She vigorously competes with them for resources and support, often too vigorously, which her peers see as an unattractive “us versus them” attitude. In meetings, she has to “win” every debate, which Janet sees as appropriate competitiveness but her peers regard as alienating and uncooperative. They wonder why she can’t acknowledge the validity of someone else’s point of view once in a while and work to help everyone win.

Janet has a severe case of split Mojo—high in one area of her work, low in another. (In this regard, she is not unlike many other high-functioning people. Computer programmers and engineers are classic examples: high Mojo when they’re engaged in creative problem-solving, low Mojo when they have to deliver documentation.) When she’s working with her team, Janet’s Mojo is “off the charts.” When she’s working with her peers, it’s at rock bottom. The positive spirit she radiates among her people turns negative among her colleagues at headquarters—and it shows.

This wouldn’t be an issue if Janet could be cordoned off and left alone to run her team. But her CEO regards her as star material, a potential successor to her boss (and perhaps in ten years or so, a potential CEO). Leading a major product group, she makes decisions that impact all of her company’s departments, but Janet possesses Mojo in only part of her job, and no matter how gifted she is, she cannot ignore her peers or play the “Lone Ranger” role forever. Her next position on the corporate ladder would put her in charge of many of the executives she’s currently alienating. The CEO believes that promoting Janet now could send a lot of her peers walking out the door.

Janet’s challenge is to take her obvious business and people skills and apply them to all of her key stakeholders, including the peers who can make or break her future. She has the potential to run the entire organization some day, but not until she learns to nurture her colleagues as well as she does her direct reports. If she doesn’t do that, the status quo will stop rewarding her. Eventually, her negative spirit will consume her identity and reputation. One of her peers will become her boss—and she’ll discover that when you pursue a double life of high and low Mojo, it’s the low Mojo that may result in the most lasting impression.

 

For much of my career as an executive coach, I’ve defined my mission as helping my clients achieve positive change in their interpersonal behavior. That mission hasn’t changed—I still want to help people develop better relationships—but for reasons that will become manifestly obvious, in Mojo I will focus on our internal workings—and our personal definitions of meaning and happiness.

When I wrote What Got You Here Won’t Get You There in 2007, my inspiration was Peter Drucker’s quote “Half the leaders that I have met don’t need to learn what to do. They need to learn what to stop.” I went on to identify twenty-one behaviors that were holding back otherwise successful people in their careers—annoying transactional habits such as winning too much, making destructive comments, or punishing the messenger. In that book I focused on helping people transform their behavior and their image.

In this book I’ll be focused on what people can start doing in order to achieve more meaning and happiness in their lives. That’s the payoff of having Mojo. More meaning. More happiness. It’s not just for organizational leaders; it’s for all of us, and it applies to all aspects of our lives because, as our research (to be shared later) clearly documents, people with high Mojo at work tend to have high Mojo at home.

My goal is to provide an extended answer to the most frequently asked question I hear in my work: “What is the one quality that differentiates truly successful people from everyone else?”

My short answer is always the same: Truly successful people spend a large part of their lives engaging in activities that simultaneously provide meaning and happiness. In the terms of this book, truly successful people have Mojo.

Then I add: The only person who can define meaning and happiness for you is you!

That’s what this book is about.

Look around you. It’s now the second decade of the twenty-first century, and circumstances have changed. Whether it’s something immediate and temporary, like the shrinking price of your home, or watching your 401K turn into a 201K, or the shaky job security of your friends and neighbors, or something larger and more lasting, like the vulnerability of once-mighty businesses—newspapers and magazines—shutting down daily or financial giants going poof overnight. The challenges in our society bleed into our personal lives. Professionals are working longer hours and feeling more pressure than ever before. With new technology that keeps us connected 24/7, the boundaries between professional and personal, work and home blur. The quest for meaning and happiness becomes more challenging, and yet more important than ever.

These are confusing times indeed, heaping damage not only on the Mojo of people who are out of work or in financial jeopardy but also on other people who are seemingly living the American dream.

My client Jim was a mega-successful entrepreneur who founded a company and sold it for more money than he could have imagined. He and his family moved to a beautiful home in the country. He seemed to have it all, but within an alarmingly short period of time all of this Mojo vanished. He quickly tired of playing bad golf with old men at the country club and eating the same chicken salad sandwich at the same table every day while discussing gallbladder surgery—and who they “used to be.” He “coasted” like this for nearly two years—which he now describes as the worst years of his life. His growing dissatisfaction began to alienate his wife and kids and annoy everyone around him. He felt that his life had become meaningless. He said he felt “worse than a bum.” While a poor bum might be cursed with an addiction and mental problems, in addition to poverty, Jim chided himself for “having it all” and doing nothing with what he had.

He eventually recaptured his Mojo by focusing on philanthropic activities that engaged his problem-solving skills and allowed him to make a contribution. He re-injected into his life the same kind of meaning and happiness that he had felt while building a business. It felt familiar and different, but it was all good.

If smart people like entrepreneurs who’ve hit the jackpot can’t get a fix on their Mojo, imagine how tough it is for people without such comfortable cushions to fall back on.

People like Jim and Mel and Chuck and Janet are among the dozens of people you’ll meet here. You’ll recognize some of them because they’re no different than your colleagues and neighbors. In some cases you may think you’re looking at yourself in a mirror. None of us has all the answers. All of us falter and lose our Mojo at some point along the way.

The good news is that nearly all of the challenges we’ll deal with here have simple—although not easy—solutions (there’s a difference between simple and easy). You’ll find these solutions in the book’s third section, which I call “Your Mojo Tool Kit.” Some of these “tools” are obvious, some are counterintuitive, but they are all within your reach. They are to a businessperson’s Mojo what a three-pointer is to a basketball team’s. They are difference makers.

But first, let’s turn the page to determine how much Mojo you have—or have lost.









CHAPTER 2

Measuring Your Mojo




How much Mojo do you have? How do you know if you have any at all? How can you measure your Mojo? Before you start measuring your Mojo, let’s focus on understanding what Mojo is—and isn’t—and what its absence looks like.

You know that definition of Mojo I tossed out so casually in the previous chapter? The one that said “Mojo is that positive spirit toward what we are doing now that starts on the inside and radiates to the outside”? I didn’t come up with it blithely or quickly. It took me some time.

For a while I thought of Mojo as another word for momentum—merely a function of direction (how do I become who I want to be, starting from where I am now?) and speed (how quickly can I make that happen?).

But then I realized that this definition assumed that to have Mojo people had to be striving to be different or better than they were now. Not true. There are plenty of people who demonstrate great Mojo and are not trying to change—they are finding happiness and meaning in their lives right now. How do we account for that?

I also realized that there are people who by all external measures—money, respect, power, status—are “winning.” They are outpacing their peers and competition quite handily, thank you. And yet inside they derive little satisfaction or meaning from their job or achievements. I suspect that we all know someone like this: seemingly set for life on the outside yet dissatisfied on the inside. How do we account for that?

That’s when I realized that Mojo is not merely about the rush we feel when we’re on a winning streak. It’s not only about the direction we’re heading in, nor is it about the pace of change we’re creating around us. Mojo is an expression of the harmony—or lack of harmony—between what we feel inside about whatever we are doing and what we show on the outside.

That’s the thinking behind my operational definition of Mojo. I stress the phrase operational definition, which may not be familiar to you. It’s a concept I learned from my mentor Dr. Paul Hersey, one of the pioneers in the field of organizational behavior. When Dr. Hersey discussed broad terms such as “leadership” or “management” in his classes, he would always begin with an operational definition of each. Paul knew that such open-ended terms were ripe for semantic debate and that different people ascribed different meanings to them. Without clear, operational definitions, he might be talking about one thing, while his students might be hearing something else. He made no claims that his definitions were better than anyone else’s. He merely noted that, for the purposes of his class, these definitions were what he meant. I was amazed at how much time and energy Dr. Hersey saved by never arguing about the “right” or “best” definition. That’s one reason Paul was such a great teacher: When he spoke, his students always knew what he was talking about.

So please imprint the following operational definition for Mojo in your mind.

 

Mojo
 is that positive spirit
 toward what we are doing
 now
 that starts from the inside
 and radiates to the outside.

 

I’ve divided the sentence into parts, as if it were poetry, because each part deserves some special attention.

Positive spirit is unambiguous. It’s a feeling of optimism and satisfaction. It conveys both happiness and meaning.

Toward what we are doing focuses us on the fact that we’re dealing with an activity or a task—as opposed to a state of mind or a situation. For example, when we assess our Mojo at work, we’re not assessing the size of our office, the proximity of our parking space, or the digits on our paycheck. Those are conditions, not actions. We’re assessing the various layers of our engagement in the job we are doing. We can assess Mojo at home as well as work in considering activities that involve our friends and family members.

Now’s meaning is obvious, though its importance cannot be overstated. When we are measuring our Mojo, we do so in the immediate present, not in the recent past or vague future. Our Mojo in the past is over because, for better or worse, we’ve changed since then. It’s like reading week-old news. Our future Mojo is impossible to measure because it hasn’t happened yet. It’s a fantasy, still unreal. Happiness and meaning can’t be experienced next week, next month, or next year. They can only be experienced now. That’s why the most successful professionals are always “on” when they’re engaged in their craft. They’re not distracted or saving themselves for later. In their professions, it is always now for them. They love what they are doing when they are doing it. They are finding happiness and meaning in the present.

That starts from the inside is my reminder that measuring Mojo is an exercise in self-assessment. There are no “right” or “wrong” answers. No external instructors handing out grades. Only you know what you’re feeling. Only you can score yourself. It also reflects a lesson I’ve learned from my executive coaching: Nobody ever gets better because of me. I can provide help and point the way, but the improvement from my clients is self-generated; it has to come from inside them—not inside me.*

And radiates to the outside is my nod to the cause-and-effect dynamic between what we feel inside, how much of it we show, and how it is perceived by others. People who love what they’re doing but somehow never show it are doomed to be misunderstood. Their Mojo and their careers do not reach their full potential. Likewise, people who hate what they’re doing but manage to paint a convincing picture of positive spirit on the outside are phonies—and their inauthentic act usually catches up with them.


No single segment of this definition of Mojo is more important than the others. Remove one and the concept crumbles. But the unifying element is radiates to the outside. To everyone who has to deal with you, this is the part that makes all the difference.

Not long ago I put a dent in the rear fender of my car. It was one of those accidents that happen at two miles an hour less than a hundred feet from home. But still, the damage was done: a spherical indentation the size and depth of a basketball. I took the car to a dealership where I was told that because the fender was made of a plastic composite, not metal, it couldn’t be hammered back into shape. I’d need a new fender and rear quarter-panel assemblage for $1,800. Ouch. I thought I could get a better price at a nearby body shop, but I got the same response for the same price. Ouch again. A neighbor, seeing the dent, suggested I try a new body shop several miles away. I drove over without an appointment, and I was greeted by the owner, a young man in his mid-twenties. He assessed the damage and said, “It’s plastic all right, but sometimes you can apply heat and the material bounces back to its original shape. Why don’t you go inside, have a cup of coffee, and I’ll try heating it up. If it works, we’ll be done in half an hour. If not, we’ll talk about other options.”

I had my coffee in the waiting area and after thirty minutes asked the young lady at the counter, “How’s my car?”

“He’s just finished with it—it’s all fixed,” she said. “The charge is $63.75, including tax.”

I asked her if she was sure, handed her my credit card, and walked outside to my car, still staring incredulously at my receipt.

The young man was standing by my car, beaming and pointing to the fender where the dent had vanished and the paint had been beautifully touched up. All completed in thirty minutes for less than $100.

I thanked him, we shook hands, and as I walked around to get in the car, he said, “Isn’t it nice to meet a repairman who is trying to save you money?”

That young man is a paragon of Mojo. That he was willing to experiment on his own time with my fender, in order to save me time and money, proved that he had a positive spirit inside. But the kicker was seeing him stand proudly by his finished handiwork. It was his unequivocal way of radiating that positive spirit so that the rest of the world could see it. A man who takes more delight in doing his job well, even at the expense of some easy profit, is rich in Mojo. He will never starve.

My young mechanic made this look easy, but sometimes no matter how positive we feel about what we’re doing, we fail at showing it on the outside. We are so focused on completing our task that we assume people can read what’s in our hearts and minds. We think our good intentions should be obvious. They can’t possibly be misconstrued.

This happened to an executive named Derek whom I met a few years ago. He was a new plant manager who had been “flown in” to upgrade the performance of a failing plant. If he didn’t turn things around, the plant would be closed and all the employees would be laid off. Derek’s bosses had low expectations of success, but they assured Derek that his job was safe no matter the outcome. “Just give it your best shot,” they told him. In his six months on the job, Derek grew to love the people in the small town that surrounded the plant. He was impressed by their friendliness to an outsider. He also knew how much these jobs meant to the town’s future. If he failed, families would suffer. He was working eighty hours a week to save the plant and feeling a lot of pressure.

I met Derek when he participated in a company-wide leadership development program that I was conducting. As part of the program, Derek received confidential 360-degree feedback from his direct reports and coworkers. When I reviewed the results with him, he was stunned. His scores on “treating people with respect” were among the lowest in the company.

“I can’t believe people say I don’t respect them,” he ranted. “I am busting my butt to help them, and this is the thanks I get.”

When he calmed down, he and I went over the written comments, which clarified the issue. Derek was trying so hard to save the plant that he didn’t realize how he was coming across to people. While he thought he was demanding Herculean efforts from everyone—including himself—in a team effort to save their jobs, the others saw him as continually stressed out, angry, judgmental, and dissatisfied. He yelled at subordinates over innocent mistakes. He was always “barking out” orders and not listening to the people he professed to love. As he reflected on his daily behavior, Derek realized that there was a clear disconnect between the respect he felt for the people around him and the respect he showed in his day-to-day interactions.

“It’s like a parent who wants his child to succeed so much that he ends up badgering and bullying the child,” Derek said. “I was beating them up in order to save them. That didn’t make sense.”

Derek took his feedback to heart and committed to change. He let everyone know that he was aware of the incongruity between what he was feeling on the inside and showing on the outside. He asked for a second chance.
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