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Preface


April 1970


Ding, the gas pump chimed, as if to remind me that I was pouring my last pennies into the tank. I had 66 cents to my name, and I was using every one of them to buy two gallons of gas. My always active toddler, Eric, was squirming in the back seat, anxious for me to finish and for us to get back on the road home. “Keep your feet on the seat,” I called through the window, worried that his foot would punch through the rusted floorboard of my Mustang.


It had been a long day of searching for a job. I was bone-weary and leaned on the car for a moment of respite. I closed my eyes to shield them from the glare of the station’s lights and reflected on the events of the day; just one more in a week of days spent fruitlessly reviewing classified ads and making the rounds of local businesses trying to find a job that could support our family. Well, Eric and me. My husband had left us a week ago. He had always been a free spirit, so I guess I shouldn’t have been too surprised when he came home one evening and said he was leaving. “It’s nothing personal. I just don’t want to be married,” he explained. That may have been so, but it felt kind of personal to me. We hadn’t been married long, but we had a family, and now he had left Eric and me to fend for ourselves.


Eric and I lived in a rundown trailer park with the stereotypical cast of characters—drunks, lechers, abusers, and folks like us who were good people, just poor and trying to get by. Over the past week, I had been looking for a job—any job—to fix the increasingly desperate situation we were in, but I quickly discovered I was starting with three strikes against me. I was a woman, with all that meant in the 1970s. One company said they wanted to offer me a clerical job, but they couldn’t because I was “too pretty” and would distract the men on the factory floor. Second, I was a 20-year-old single mom. I recalled the interview earlier in the day at a bank that couldn’t hire me to be a teller because they “couldn’t count on me to show up for my work shift if my son got sick.” My third strike was my lack of education; I only had a high school diploma. I was just one of millions of unemployed, minimally skilled people in the middle of what was called a “mild recession.” Again, it didn’t feel mild to me as I was turned down for job after job.


Ding.


That was it. Literally all of my money was gone, and I had no idea how, where, or when I would get more. I sighed, replaced the pump nozzle, got back into the car, and slumped down in the driver’s seat. I had two gallons of gas, a few odds and ends in the pantry at home, and a future that felt bleak and out of control. I alternated between passive hopelessness and active frustration that every option and every path forward seemed closed off to me. Fear began to well up inside at the thought of our dire circumstances, but Eric’s cheerful squeaks and noises from the back seat reminded me that self-pity was a luxury that I couldn’t afford.


As I sat there for a moment to collect myself, Bob Dylan’s “All Along the Watchtower” lyrics came to mind, “There must be some way out of here.” Man, I wish, I thought ruefully to myself as I reached forward to turn the key. The car roared to life like a wind beginning to howl, and though I didn’t know it as I pulled out of the station, I was about to discover my way out of there.









Introduction


August 2015


“Now what?” The members of QLogic’s Board of Directors were slumped in their chairs around the boardroom table, sitting silently and looking gravely at each other in the company’s California headquarters.


The task before us was unpleasant and the path forward unclear. We had a big decision to make. QLogic’s Chief Executive Officer (CEO) was failing and we had to do something. This was actually the second CEO in a row to fail to reverse the company’s revenue decline, and things were getting desperate. We felt the weight of our investors’ expectations on our shoulders, not to mention the livelihoods and futures of our employees. 


Several of us on the board had been CEOs in the past. We all knew it was a challenging job and that leading turnarounds made the job even more difficult. No one on QLogic’s executive team was ready to step up into the role, and recruiting a CEO from outside the company would take too long and risk a third failure. So, we knew it was up to one of us to take over and lead the company forward. The atmosphere in the room was tense and subdued. Everyone was pensive, with no one knowing or wanting to suggest a potential path forward. Everyone was looking at each other; no one wanted to volunteer to lead or say anything.


Suddenly, Scott, one of my fellow board members and always the one to speak up first, turned to me. “Chris, you know you’re the best person to fix this. What do you say? Would you consider taking the reins as Executive Chairman?”


The room quickly nodded in agreement as they looked hopefully toward me. I was humbled by the recommendation and the room’s confidence in me, but I was also a little wary (or maybe weary!). I thought to myself, I’ve already retired twice as CEO after taking one company public and turning around another. Do I want to sign up for another 24/7 gig? But I find tackling difficult problems that I can solve irresistible. Maybe Scott knew this when he asked.


The challenge before us was significant. QLogic had been a successful, growing company for 20 years, providing the networking gear underpinning the digital revolution sweeping the world. Success can be a sleeping pill, though, and the company had not kept up with the times. In recent years its revenue growth had stalled and now its future was in real jeopardy. I weighed the challenge of the situation against the assets I would have to help me turn the company around, namely a good board and leadership team that included a great Chief Financial Officer (CFO).


“Yes, let’s do this,” I finally responded, without a clear vision of how we would do it. What I did have was the confidence that we would figure it out. After all, “figuring it out” had become one of my specialties over the course of going from being an uneducated 20-year-old single mother, to becoming the world’s first female CEO of a semiconductor company, to now sitting on the boards of several global technology leaders. We would figure it out.


October 2023


I decided to write this book because we are living through an era where the gap between the “haves” and the “have-nots” is widening. For some, that gap is beginning to feel like an uncrossable chasm, where success is only possible if you already have the financial resources and connections that come from privilege. You could be excused for thinking that being born with a silver spoon in your mouth is a prerequisite for social and economic progress when you look at today’s typical business, entertainment, and political leaders and consider the hurdles to reaching that level. As someone who came from a blue-collar background without a penny to my name or any relationships I could leverage, however, I can assure you that your future success is not defined by your origin. Even today.


Obviously, starting a few steps up the ladder is a big advantage, but the seeds of real success lie within you and are available to everyone. In fact, in my experience, adversity is an essential ingredient to future success because it forces us to learn, change, and grow to become more than we were before. It broadens our perspective and pushes us to explore and navigate new paths. It isn’t easy, but it strengthens and prepares us for what is to come. The most successful people I know—from both professional and personal perspectives—have regularly struggled over the course of their lives.


In this book, I share 12 lessons I have learned over the course of my life and career, which taken together serve as a blueprint for the success I have found time and time again across wildly divergent professional fields—from technology, to healthcare, to utilities, and even dairy farming and equestrian competition! These lessons apply at all stages of your career—from entry level to retirement (and even beyond). My path has certainly not been straightforward or always clear as I was going through it, but I have found professional success and, most importantly, profound personal satisfaction along the way.


My hope, dear reader, is that you see yourself in these stories and are inspired to dream your biggest dreams and do the hard work to turn those dreams into your reality. And remember to have fun along the way!


Chris King









Chapter 1


The Dawn (1970–1973)


As I drove my son Eric home on an April evening in 1970 after another frustrating day of searching for a job, the signs of spring were all around me, but I felt trapped in an unrelentingly harsh and dark winter. I was running into obstacles no matter which way I turned. My husband had left us. I couldn’t find a job. My family and friends couldn’t or wouldn’t help me. I was completely out of money and hope. Well, not completely out of hope. I knew that I could still make something of myself and support my son if someone would just give me a chance. Right now, though, no one was lining up to help me out.


Driving down the dark highway, I thought wistfully to myself, I wish I could just start over fresh with a blank slate. Growing up in a blue-collar, post-war family, though, I knew you couldn’t just wipe your slate clean and start over. My mom was a housewife (and aspiring artist) and my dad ran a very small business he inherited from his father-in-law fixing kitchen stoves. They weren’t particularly fond of my unwise decision to marry John, a hippie who looked great and played a mean guitar, but who only had a sixth-grade education. That decision had landed me outside my family’s good graces in more ways than one. No, my slate had 20 years’ worth of notes, calculations, and doodles on it, and I could no more erase them and start over than I could erase the fact that I was now a poor single mom with extremely limited prospects.


I didn’t realize it at the time, but there are benefits to not having a blank slate. I would learn that our past experiences—good or bad—give us knowledge, wisdom, and the tools we need to build our future. I have learned to approach what can be viewed negatively as past “baggage” as a resource. Our joys and sorrows, our triumphs and failures, represent a toolbox out of which we can build a better tomorrow.


Of course, at the time, all I could see was a cluttered slate, with no room to begin to write a better future for Eric or myself. When we got home, I was feeling depressed and even Eric’s antics weren’t of interest. I looked wearily around the cheap, dreary trailer and thought, This stinks. I have to figure out SOME way to get us out of here and start building a real future.
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It was at that moment that my eyes came to rest on the textbooks from the two community college courses I had taken for fun after high school. I had taken night classes in psychology and Western civilization simply because I liked learning new things and they were subjects that interested me. Those books had been gathering dust on my makeshift bookshelf ever since, but tonight, as I reflected on the day’s fruitless job search, pouring the last of my money into my car’s tank at the gas station, and my overall desperate circumstances, they almost seemed to glow with possibility and potential.


The application forms I filled out during my job search had all asked if I had a college degree. They weren’t interested in someone who was a college “tourist” who had taken a couple of courses for fun. They wanted candidates with the intellectual capacity and discipline to pursue a full course of study to completion. They wanted people who brought a strong base of knowledge and expertise to their jobs.


It became crystal clear to me that without education, knowledge, or skills, I was nowhere. I had no differentiators, nothing of real value to offer potential employers, and as a result, I had gotten nowhere. Without an education, that wasn’t going to change. So that’s the solution then, I said to myself. The only way out of this is to go to college full-time and get a degree. I knew it wouldn’t be easy, but honestly, what did I have to lose? I had to at least try.


But how to get started? There was no one I could ask about how to get a college degree—none of my family or friends had ever attended college. And I certainly didn’t have the money for college. Beyond that, taking care of Eric was a full-time job. The obstacles to getting a degree felt insurmountable. It occurred to me, though, that maybe one of my former professors would remember me and be able to give me some advice. I didn’t know if they could help me, but they were the best shot I had. As far as I could see, they were the only shot I had.


So, the next day, I loaded Eric into the Mustang and drove to nearby Orange County Community College (OCCC) in Middletown, New York, to speak with my psychology professor, Mr. White. We sat in his dim, cramped office lined with overflowing bookshelves. Eric played on the floor while I laid out my situation. I told him that John had left me the week before and I didn’t know where he was. I told him that I was completely on my own. I told him that I had put the last of my money into the gas tank the night before and at this point I didn’t know where our next dollar would come from. I told him about the obstacles I had run into while trying to find a job and that the only real option I had was to get a college degree that would make me a more viable job candidate.


When I finished my litany of woes, I expected him to applaud my decision to get a college education and build a future for myself, but it quickly became clear that he wasn’t thinking about my future. He was thinking about my present.


“College?” he asked incredulously. “You have no money. You shouldn’t be worrying about your education right now. You should be worrying about how you’re going to live.”


After an initial moment of shock and deflation, I almost burst into tears. I didn’t need someone to tell me that my son and I were on the edge of disaster. I already knew that. I needed someone to tell me how to fix it!


Mr. White scribbled down the contact information for our local social services center on a scrap of paper and handed it to me with the direction to seek their help to get the money I needed to live. Our conversation was over. It wasn’t the aspirational, inspirational, or emotional conversation about my future that I had envisioned. It was a brief, transactional, problem-solving session, and while I was disappointed to walk away with that college degree no closer than it was before our meeting, I knew he had at least given me a lifeline on the slip of paper I clutched in my hands.


Coming from a working-class family in that era, I had never considered social services and welfare as a possibility. It wasn’t an issue of pride. I just didn’t know I could get free money from someone. That sounded great to me! I drove straight to the social services department, and after completing the paperwork and a subsequent visit from the social worker assigned to my case, I was granted a monthly stipend and food stamps.


I’m sure the social worker was just checking the boxes during her visit to our trailer, but I took advantage of her presence and knowledge to share my vision of enrolling in college full-time. She looked up from her clipboard skeptically and said, “Well, that’s interesting,” in a tone that indicated that my goal wasn’t very likely. The cost of college aside, her biggest concern was what I was going to do with Eric while I was in classes. She had a point. I couldn’t lug him to my classes every day. I needed to figure that out.


The next day, I started exploring daycare possibilities for Eric, and one in particular stood out for me. The price was right—only $4 a day—but what I most liked was that they seemed to care about what made Eric tick. They asked what his favorite TV show was (Lost in Space) and if he had a favorite song (“American Pie” by Don McLean). This is the place, I thought to myself.


I went home that evening and sat at the kitchen table working out a schedule and budget that would allow me to put Eric in daycare and take classes four days a week without breaking the bank. It wasn’t pretty, but it would work. Of course, selling my social worker on my vision was not going to be easy. That monthly stipend was meant to pay for living expenses, not luxuries like a college education. But in my mind, college wasn’t a luxury; it was a necessity. It was the only thing I could think of that would allow me to finally get a job and support my family.


I continued working on my sales pitch into the night. I tied my education to a goal she could appreciate—getting me off welfare. I laid out a course of study that would end with my earning a teaching certificate. Teaching was basically a guaranteed, well-paying job, and it was the most logical path to self-sufficiency. But having a good goal wasn’t enough to “make the sale,” so I considered all the angles, the pros and cons of my plan, and the objections she might have, developing responses for each of them. Finally, I felt ready to present my idea to the social worker.


A couple of days later, I made my pitch. She did raise many of the concerns I had thought of, but ultimately, she begrudgingly replied, “If you can make it work financially, I won’t stop you, but we can’t give you any more money. If you get yourself into trouble, it’s on you.”


Despite her tepid response, I was on top of the world! I was so proud of the fact that I had been able to convince her to give me the chance. I’m sure I was beaming. In that moment, I wanted to give myself a high five for what I considered a huge victory. I had made the sale, and I was going to college!


The next day, I dropped Eric off at his new daycare and went to the administration office at OCCC to enroll as a full-time student. After completing the paperwork, they handed me a bill of $200 for the semester. That was a lot of money for me, but I wasn’t worried. Tuition wasn’t due until September, and if I earned good grades the State of New York would reimburse me $100. This was absolutely doable if I saved my money and worked hard.


The next decision was the subject I would major in on the way to my teaching certificate. As I considered my options, I remembered how much I had enjoyed my Western civilization class at OCCC. It was the first time that someone had brought history to life for me, giving me a larger perspective on the world and my place in it. I decided that learning and teaching history would be interesting, and when I discovered that OCCC didn’t offer an education degree, I signed up for the next best thing—an associate’s degree in the arts with a major in social sciences.


After a summer of saving my pennies and rebuilding a life for Eric and myself, I matriculated in the fall of 1970 with a full slate of classes—English, math, creative writing, and astronomy. When I had taken my earlier night classes, I had heard from the other students which professors were the best ones at the school. The quirky ones seemed to be the most popular and I heard that one of them in particular, the astronomy professor Dr. Gard, was one of the best and smartest professors at OCCC. I always liked looking up at the stars, so I figured Why not? and signed up for his class.


When I got to the first class, Dr. Gard looked like the stereotypical absent-minded professor with a big gray beard, Einstein-esque hair, and glasses, and he topped off the look by riding a bike to his classes. In that first class, Dr. Gard launched straight into talking about the beginning of the universe and how small we are in the whole scheme of things. It was an eye-opening and thoroughly engaging class.


As time went on, I realized Dr. Gard was maybe the smartest person I had ever known. He had earned a PhD in chemistry before World War Two. When the US entered the war and he was drafted, he registered as a conscientious objector. As a result, he was assigned to a difficult detail in the South Pacific, where he contracted malaria and other tropical diseases. After the atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima, the Army sent Dr. Gard into the city with the first troops as a medic due to his extensive knowledge of chemistry. It was such a horrific situation and experience for Dr. Gard that he decided he would subsequently focus on astronomy because “it was so far out there, no one could do any harm with it.”


While in Hiroshima, Dr. Gard happened to come across a film crew that had been shooting a movie before the bomb. They had switched their focus to make the only “on the ground” movie of what had happened. The film was banned in the US for years after the war, but Dr. Gard had a personal copy. When I became the president of the Engineering and Technology Society at OCCC, we showed that film to our group, which they continued to do every year after that (I hope they still do!). It was extremely hard to watch, but very necessary.


One thing that struck me over the course of that first semester with Dr. Gard was that he never took roll call or called any of the students by name. I also noticed that some of the students took advantage of that and didn’t show up to class much. I was shocked when I learned that they had failed the class due to lack of participation. How did Dr. Gard know who was and wasn’t in a class of more than 70 people when he never seemed to take a roll call? I asked him about that, and he said that everyone tends to have their name on something, like their bags or books, and he could read upside down, so he had logged the slackers in his mind while he walked around the class during his lectures!


My classes that first semester weren’t easy and exercised mental muscles and discipline that I hadn’t used in a while, but I worked hard and managed to end the semester with all A grades except for a B in that darn creative-writing class.


I had gotten an A+ in astronomy and enjoyed it so much that I decided to take another semester with Dr. Gard in the spring. One day, I happened to notice Dr. Gard going into a small room outside the lecture hall. The door was open, so I peeked in and saw him sitting at some sort of computer terminal. Dr. Gard could be intimidating and I was intruding on his work, but I felt brave enough to clear my throat, apologize for the interruption, and ask him what he was doing. He looked up from what I would learn was a Model 33 teletype terminal and told me he was hooked into the Dartmouth time-sharing system and writing computer programs. I had never seen such a thing and thought to myself, Wow! That is pretty cool! In the very early 1970s, that was amazing and, for the first time, I was introduced to and began to understand the power of technology.


As I ended my second semester with Dr. Gard, and earned another A+, I told him that I was going to take classes from the electrical engineering technology curriculum in the fall. I only needed one more semester of courses to get my associate’s degree, and the best part was I only needed electives so I could study anything I wanted. He looked at me with equal parts surprise, pride, and inspiration, and then shocked me by offering me a job as his technical assistant. The college had received funding to build a small observatory and Dr. Gard was focused on the electronics at the base of a telescope. He said that I could start immediately and work all summer before school started in the fall. The pay was good and amounted to as much as I was getting from welfare. I was so excited as I called my case worker the very next day and told her I had gotten a job and didn’t need my welfare check anymore. I was amused when I subsequently discovered the power of bureaucracy and that the checks kept coming. It took me dozens of calls and messages to get off welfare. It actually took me longer to get off of welfare than it had taken for me to get on it!


I loved my astronomy classes and working with Dr. Gard on the telescope’s electronics, but the real reason I wanted to take electrical engineering courses wasn’t his influence; it was romance. I did it to impress a guy.


Before my OCCC journey began, when John and I were still married, we had met Terry King, the chief engineer at the local radio station, WALL, and a bit of a local hero. My husband John was a talented jack-of-all-trades and had bounced around a number of jobs—from carpentry to metal machining to shoeing horses. One evening, John was headed to shoe a horse and asked me if I wanted to come along, so I loaded up Eric and off we went.


As it turned out, Terry and Judy King were horse sitting for John’s horseshoe client while he was away on vacation. When John finished shoeing the horse, Terry invited us into their house and the four of us ended up hitting it off, swapping stories and discussing everything from photography to our kids. John spied a guitar leaning against the wall and picked it up and started playing Creedence Clearwater Revival’s “Proud Mary.” John’s great voice and guitar strumming filled the room and Terry and Judy were duly impressed by this guy who could shoe horses and was an outstanding musician to boot. Terry, who was a fix-it guy, and John, a horse of many colors, formed a friendship in that moment and started hanging out together.


Six months later, when John informed me he didn’t want to be married anymore, I was stunned. I didn’t know what to do or where to go, so I called Judy. She and Terry felt horrible about the situation and invited me to come over. When I got there, Eric was sleeping in my arms and Judy took me upstairs where she had a crib all ready for Eric. I was so grateful to have friends to help me through that terrible night and the days and weeks to come.


I didn’t know it at the time, but Terry and Judy were in the midst of divorcing as well, and as Terry and I spent more time together, jointly caring for our children as we went through our own individual hells over the next few months, we started to become attracted to each other. Terry was really into electronics—his basement was full of electronic parts, catalogues of the latest components, soldering irons, and tools. It wasn’t just a job for him; it was his passion. He spent hours in his basement building and tinkering with electronic devices. It all looked intriguing to me, and I thought I could make myself even more interesting to Terry—and better compete with the other women out there—if I learned something about electronics and engineering.


I had accumulated the credits I needed for my major from my first year and earlier night classes, so I could graduate in just one more semester taking only electives. OCCC had an electrical engineering technology curriculum, and since I could study anything I wanted, I decided to go all in, signing up for electronics, physics, computer programming, and calculus.


Before the classes started, I went to the college bookstore to purchase the textbooks I needed. When I took the books home and opened them, though, I was astounded. It looked like Greek to me. I thought to myself, What have I gotten myself into?! I hadn’t taken much science in high school, and I wasn’t very successful at the little I took. Looking at page after page of Greek letters and math equations without numbers, I thought nervously to myself, There is no way I will be able to do this, and I was amused at how my impetuosity had once again led me to perhaps bite off more than I could chew. Time would tell.


I knew I would be the only woman in my classes that fall, but I wasn’t nervous about that. I actually couldn’t imagine why other women weren’t doing the same thing as me and taking the male-dominated classes I was. Being the only woman in a class full of attractive guys sounded pretty good to me! My primary concern remained whether I could understand this stuff. I was going to need some help.


My very first engineering class in September 1971 was Electronics 101. I decided to find the smartest and best-looking guy in the room to be my lab partner; someone who knew something about this mystery of electronics and could help me decipher the world of technology. The electronics professor started the first class by going around the room and asking each student to introduce themselves and say whether they had any experience in electronics. I was in the front row, so I described my work at the radio station and in the astronomy lab. When they got to the back of the room, a strong, nice-looking guy named Jack said he had worked on radar on B-52 airplanes in the Air Force. That’s him, I thought to myself. I figured that with his expertise and experience, he’d be able to show me the ropes in my classes and he looked like someone who would be fun, too!


The following Friday was my first lab for the electronics class and Jack was in the same lab class as me! Perfect, I thought to myself, and ran up to him to ask if he had a lab partner. When he told me no, I replied, “Well, you have one now!” I think he was taken aback that the only girl in the class had chosen him to be his partner. I probably further bewildered him when I followed up that request by asking if he could give me a ride home, picking up Eric from daycare on the way. My Mustang had stopped working and was rusting away in our yard at that point, so I was hitch-hiking to get everywhere. Jack kindly agreed to both requests and I will never forget what he said as he opened the door for me to get into his gleaming 1969 Chevelle Super Sport, “Wipe your feet.” That was Jack and his characteristic fastidiousness and discipline in a nutshell, which would rub off on me over time as we got to know each other as lab partners and, eventually, best friends.


Within the first week of classes, I was pleasantly surprised to find that I had lucked into some great professors, including a young priest who taught physics. I also discovered that the reality of studying technology was better than my initial glance at the textbooks had led me to believe. Over the next couple of months, I found I had a knack for technology. It was certainly easier than the humanities. When a humanities professor grades your creative essay, it’s somewhat subjective. In technology and engineering, either you’re right or you’re wrong. I excelled in a world of such certainty. A new passion for engineering blossomed within me and I began to shift from viewing education as merely a pathway to a job (I had never really been passionate about teaching) and more as something that was fun in and of itself. Little did I know it at the time, but it would also be a pathway to a very lucrative career.


Halfway through that first semester, AT&T was facing a discrimination lawsuit and the local office was combing nearby schools to recruit women with technical backgrounds to work for the company. The OCCC administration told them they only had one woman studying engineering and pointed them in my direction. I only had half of one semester of the engineering curriculum under my belt, but AT&T was in dire straits and they offered me $12,500 a year to drop out and come to work at their New Jersey facility.


I nearly fell out of my seat when they made the offer. It was a huge amount of money, the equivalent of $80–90,000 today! I couldn’t believe how much I could make as a technician! But accepting their offer meant that I wouldn’t get my college degree, the pursuit of which had become my North Star. I turned AT&T down and I’m sure people thought I was crazy, but if I could make that much as a technician, I thought to myself, imagine how much I could make as an engineer with a degree. When I initially started taking the engineering courses, I had no intention of going beyond that one semester. I just wanted to graduate and get to work, but once AT&T showed me how much more career and financial potential lay in an engineering degree, I went to my academic advisor and told him that I wanted to work on earning a second associate’s degree in electrical engineering technology. Over the course of the next two years, during which I immersed myself equally in engineering and campus life, I earned two degrees—an associate’s degree in engineering and another one in arts—and I graduated with a 4.0 grade point average (GPA) in the engineering curriculum. After graduation, I married Terry, the man who had inspired me to pursue engineering courses in the first place, and I got my first real job as a senior technician at IBM.
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Lesson #1—Without Skills or an Education, You Are Nowhere


Over the course of my life, I have learned many lessons, and in this book, I will share the 12 lessons that have had the greatest impact on my life. One of the earliest lessons that I learned was that without skills or an education, you are nowhere.


When you were born, you were given the great gift of potential. Every child is born with potential; an unearned and truly amazing gift. Your circumstances will shape the pathway to actualizing that potential and determine the ease or difficulty with which you do it. For the lucky few, circumstances can provide a tailwind that makes achieving your full potential easier, but for most people, circumstances are relatively neutral at best, and are headwinds at worst. That said, we have all heard of people (myself included) who overcame the odds of their demographics, socioeconomic status, and even their mistakes to achieve far more success than could have been expected or even hoped for (I would go so far as to argue that sometimes our greatest successes come because of those struggles). The secret to success in life is how you navigate and use your circumstances to go from potentiality to reality.


You see, as wonderful as potential is, it is worthless if you don’t transform it into reality. You are one of eight billion people on this planet (as of this writing), all of whom have that same gift of potential, all of whom want to achieve their full potential. If you don’t take steps to actualize your potential, you will be undifferentiated from everyone else. You will be nowhere. This lesson slowly sunk in for me as I drove my Mustang around town, applying for and being turned down for job after job from the classified ads. I was competing with who knows how many other candidates, but I brought nothing to the table other than my potential. I was smart, personable, and ambitious, but I hadn’t actualized any of that potential yet. And on top of that, my circumstances as a single mom made it hard for others to even see my potential!


If you want to be the master of your fate and move beyond your potential, you need a differentiator. In the professional world, that differentiator comes in the form of skills or an education. I didn’t know that at the time, but as I looked around my dismal trailer after another fruitless day of looking for jobs, that awareness dawned on me as my eyes landed on my college textbooks; an awareness that quickly crystallized into an irresistible vision for my future. 


For me, pursuing an education was the beginning, the catalyst, for an incredibly vibrant and rewarding life. That’s not to say that college is the only path to a successful life. It is to say that building an area of expertise, a foundation of knowledge and skills that differentiate you from others, is essential. You can be an expert engineer or teacher, but you can also be an expert plumber, truck driver, store manager, or fast-food cook. Whatever you pursue, strive to learn as much as you can and apply it to the best of your ability to actualize your potential and become the best that you can be. Otherwise, you will be just like everyone else.


It is important to remember, though, that gaining skills or getting an education is not a destination; it is a process. We need to continue building our education and competencies over the course of our lives. My education didn’t end with my associate’s degrees or even later after I obtained my bachelor’s degree. My entire life has been a process of exploration in search of new opportunities to learn, whether on the professional side as a manager, salesperson, and executive, or in my personal life as a dairy farmer and cow cutting champion (more about those avocations in future chapters!). To achieve your full potential, you must never stop learning, growing, and improving. It is the only way to success and, frankly, fulfillment in life.


Your path may not be easy, but it is your path and it is up to you to make the most of it. Whether you’re just starting out or well into your career, commit today to building your capabilities. It doesn’t even really matter in which area you build it. I started out learning about the humanities in pursuit of a teaching certificate. I ended up switching to engineering, but the expertise I built in both disciplines compounded and gave me skills and differentiation to start in a career that allowed me to continue building my competency and professional value. Even my experience as a dairy farmer gave me insights and skills that I have applied in the non-bovine areas of my life. So, start today and differentiate yourself. Commit to becoming educated and developing skills over the course of your life that make you different from everyone else. Transform your potential into reality.


Lesson #2—When You Have a Vision, Sell It


Vision without action is a daydream. Many people have a vision, some even have great visions, but they lack the discipline to transform that vision into an action plan that can make the vision real. Others may have a vision and even a plan but lack the confidence in their vision or themselves to mention it, sell it to others, and bring it to life. I think that insecurity is one of the tragedies of humanity. How many great ideas have we lost to history because someone didn’t have the confidence to bring it into the light?


In my life, I have repeatedly found that the world is receptive to visions and good ideas, especially if they are backed up with a plan. Over the course of my career, I have had to sell my vision numerous times; to my case worker, to my peers, to my managers, to my staff. Many people react negatively to the concept of “selling” people on something, whether a product, service, or idea. But if you genuinely and deeply believe in what you are selling, it becomes a lot easier because you’re selling something of purpose and substance, not “fluff.”


The first step to selling a vision you believe in is thinking about it from your customer’s perspective. When I went to sell my vision of going to college to my caseworker, I had an uphill climb. I didn’t know her at all. She wasn’t a friend, colleague, or even an acquaintance. I couldn’t leverage our relationship or any goodwill to make the sale. So, I had to do what all good salespeople do—put myself in her shoes and think through what made her tick, what she most cared about, and how I could make her life better (or at least easier). I realized our primary shared goal was to get me off welfare, which made my getting an education a perfect candidate for achieving the goal. But how to help her see that alignment and agree to support my vision? You can’t rely on people to intuitively understand your ideas’ potential and impact, because they won’t. That’s just not how things work. You have to think through how someone who doesn’t share your deep understanding of and commitment to your vision will hear it, think about it, and respond to it. Then you have to think through how to shape how they hear, think about, and respond to it. You convince the doubters by knowing every detail of your vision (or whatever you are selling) and having supreme confidence in and commitment to it.


I sat down and thought through my caseworker’s potential objections. “Welfare is designed to cover basic expenses, not luxuries like college.” “What if you lose interest in college before getting your degree and the money is wasted?” “What if you run out of money?” I realized playing defense would only get me part of the way, though, so I flipped the script from being a defensive presentation to one with that positive outcome that she would care about—getting me off welfare. I painted a vision in which the end result was my becoming a productive member of society rather than a drag. Being able to present my vision as something that she wanted just as much as I did allowed me to have confidence when I was selling it to her.


When you are selling your vision, however, it’s important to remember that it’s often an iterative process rather than a single event in time. If you really believe in your vision, you must have the courage and stamina to overcome the obstacles and objections that will no doubt be in your way. When I brought my vision of attending college to my former professor, he scoffed and didn’t even give it a moment’s consideration. I could have thought to myself, He’s right—what was I even thinking? and given up after that interaction. But I didn’t. He had given me the information I needed to create the financial foundation I would need to start turning my vision into a real plan when he pointed me to social services. When I brought my vision to my caseworker, her first objection was one I hadn’t even considered—how I would manage Eric while I was in class. Again, I could have given up. She was right and I hadn’t thought through daycare for Eric, let alone its impact on my budget. Rather than giving up, however, I went back to the drawing board to find the solution.


Each of these objections could have been vision killers if I let them be. I could have said, “This is impossible,” and given up, but I had faith that the vision was the right one for me and that it was achievable. So, I built off the obstacles I encountered to improve my plan, and eventually, through adaptation and perseverance, I succeeded.


When I secured my caseworker’s approval to attend college, I was elated! I almost couldn’t believe it! I felt liberated and, for the first time in a while, I felt hope. I had a vision that inspired and motivated me, and against all odds, I had convinced someone to support me in achieving it! Making that sale meant I was beginning to transform my potential into my reality.


Like anything, practice makes perfect. As I began to succeed in selling my visions—first to my caseworker, then to my professors, employers, and beyond—I gained confidence and got even better at selling. This lesson has played out hundreds of times in my career. In fact, I have never stopped selling visions, from my earliest days in that trailer all the way through serving as CEO and chairing boards of directors of multinational companies.


So, have the confidence to start selling your vision to your superiors, colleagues, and team members. If you truly believe in and desire your vision, and act out of that conviction, you will draw others to you and they will join you on the path to achieving it as the vision becomes everyone’s goal line, not just yours.
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