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TO MY FAMILY, FOR THEIR ENTREPRENEURIAL SPIRITS AND UNFAILING SUPPORT



Foreword

BE A CHANGEMAKER—NOW

Don’t wait.

Don’t wait to be powerful, to change the lives and communities around you significantly.

There is nothing like it. Once you discover that you can visualize the next step society should take, and then you discover that you can lead others to turn your vision into reality, you can do anything.

The only way to know you are a changemaker is to be one—and the younger, the better. If you change your world in middle or high school, you will change it again and again throughout your life. (Almost all the social entrepreneurs I know had such early practice.) You can do so by creating a tutoring service, or radio program, or business, or whatever turns you on. Once you have made your dream work, and its value is apparent, others will keep it going after you have moved on.

Becoming a changemaker is quite like getting on a bicycle and mastering its zen. Except it is far, far more important and requires far more practice. Laurie Ann Thompson’s book will help you get started. Laurie shows how everything starts with asking yourself, “What’s my passion?” Once you find your passion and apply it to a problem you care enough to do something about, then you are on your way! Laurie’s stories beautifully illustrate how everyone—and really we mean everyone—can create powerful change in the world.

Indeed in another ten or so years there will be very, very few opportunities for anyone who is not a changemaker. Artificial intelligence, algorithms, and the web are fast stripping away jobs of intellectual, not just physical, repetition. Already that includes, for example, almost half of what architects used to do and probably three quarters of archeologists’ work of exploration.
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Instead, as the rate and pervasiveness of change continue to accelerate exponentially (a mathematical fact), we will all be valued more and more in terms of how well we envision and enable others to move to better futures.

If you are to contribute, let alone lead, in this “everything changing, everyone a changemaker” world, you need to begin writing your story now.

As you launch your venture, you will master the most critical skills you will need in life: (1) applied empathy (deeply understanding all the people and groups around you so you will do as much good and as little harm as possible), (2) teamwork, (3) new leadership (very different dimensions when everyone is a changemaker!), and (4) changemaking (envisioning and engineering better futures). These skills are so rich and so subtle that mastery comes only with persistent, intensive, real engagement, and practice.

By the time you become an adult, you will know in your heart whether or not you are powerful, whether or not you are a changemaker—and whether or not you have mastered the underlying skills. This core self-understanding will define your role in life and how you relate to others.

What is the key to making your first, life-defining commitment to changing your world? Just give yourself permission. Many will tell you that you cannot. Please ignore them—but do so politely, gently: for those whose lives are limited because they never gave themselves permission, your stepping out stirs regret. That is what you are hearing.

Far better to listen to your own imagination.

Bill Drayton

Founder of Ashoka, an organization that finds and supports changemakers
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It’s Your Turn Now

Change will not come if we wait for some other person or if we wait for some other time. We are the ones we’ve been waiting for. We are the change that we seek.

Barack Obama, 44th President of the United States of America, in a speech to his supporters in Chicago on February 5, 2008

You’ve heard the saying, “If you want something done right, you have to do it yourself.” I’ve found this to be true more often than one might expect. Sometimes it’s because other people can’t do it. They just don’t have the skills or the tools that you do. Other times they just won’t do it. It is, after all, what you want, and it’s your definition of right.

How many times have you complained about something but done nothing to fix it? Or noticed something and thought, Someone should do something about that? We all have those thoughts sometimes. And it’s okay, because none of us can solve every problem we encounter. But guess what . . . you’re someone. And when you set your mind to it, you absolutely can do something that matters.

Fortunately, there are some exciting changes happening in your world right now. People are realizing that applying the best practices from the business world to the worst problems we face as a society is an effective step toward creating the solutions we need. And, modern-day technology makes it easier for everyone to do, especially young people. You truly have the power—now more than ever before—to be the change that you seek.


Profile

FREE THE CHILDREN
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Craig Kielburger was flipping through the newspaper in search of comics when he came across the headline, “Battled Child Labour, Boy, 12, Murdered!” Because Craig was also twelve, the words grabbed his attention and he stopped to read the article. He soon learned that the boy, Iqbal Masih from Pakistan, had been sold into slavery at the age of four and chained to a carpet loom for nearly six years. After escaping, Iqbal spoke publicly against the common practice of child labor in his country and others. Many suspected Iqbal’s death was an attempt to silence him and his message.

Craig had never heard of child labor, so later that day he did some research. What he learned shocked him: more than 250 million children were working around the world, many in slave-like conditions. It was more than Craig, growing up in a middle-class neighborhood in Ontario, Canada, could even imagine. So he decided to do something about it.

Craig went to school and told his class what he had learned. When he asked if anyone would help him stop child labor, eleven friends raised their hands. Together they embarked on a journey, founding a group called Free the Children. In his book, also called Free the Children, Craig says, “None of us had much experience with social justice work—just a desire to take action.” As you’ll soon see, that desire is enough.

At first, Craig and his friends had a hard time getting anyone to take them seriously. They approached several established charities to ask how they could help, but none of them were interested. What could a group of kids do about such a huge, complex problem? Finally they decided they would have to do it themselves.

After years of hard work and determination, Free the Children has grown and expanded. Now a respected international charity, educational partner, and leader in the field of youth empowerment, the group addresses all kinds of social issues in addition to child labor. Since 1995, Free the Children has provided:

• Medical supplies worth more than $16 million around the world

• Clean water, health care, and sanitation for one million people

• We Day events to celebrate youth activism and volunteerism, attended annually by 160 thousand teens

• Daily education for fifty-five thousand children

• Economic self-sufficiency for thirty thousand women

• Quality activities for millions of young people

• Construction of more than 650 schools and schoolrooms

• Programming and building projects in forty-five countries

So, what can young people do? Anything they set their minds to. And if they can do it, so can you.




WHY YOUTH?

Just like Craig (and in no small part thanks to Craig) more and more people—young and old alike—are realizing that young people really can make a big difference in their communities, in their countries, and around the world. It’s called youth empowerment, and many people think it’s the next big movement.

Like other movements before it—civil rights, feminism, and gay rights, to name a few—this new movement is about empowering a group of people whose opinions and abilities have previously been ignored by society. But this time, it’s about empowering the world’s youth—about helping people like you seize the power to make your world be everything you want it to be. And you can be a part of it.

In the past, movements mostly involved people waving signs, participating in marches, and banding together for rallies and protests: actions intended to force the people in power to do things differently. Those are still valuable ways to change the world, but today’s activists have more options. Young people everywhere are rising up and directly creating the changes they want to see in their communities and around the world—right now. They’re applying modern business practices and using powerful new technologies to build brand-new organizations from the ground up. They’re solving the problems they see in the world around them—all by themselves. They are changemakers, and you can be one, too.


WHY YOU?

In case changing the world into what you want it to be and being part of the youth empowerment movement aren’t enough for you, trying your hand at changemaking has other benefits, too. You’ll learn more about something that interests you, find out more about yourself, have fun with your friends (and make new ones), and solve real problems. Launching a social venture—a project that seeks to fix a social problem—gives you experience being creative yet organized, working with a team, managing your time wisely, and setting goals and taking action on them—all skills that are critical to success in school, on the job, and in life.

Today’s companies—more than ever before—are on the lookout for employees with proven problem-solving abilities, creativity, critical thinking skills, collaboration experience, and communication techniques. After becoming a changemaker, your resumé will practically write itself! Because of that, colleges and universities are looking for applicants who have these kinds of activities, too. Want something to show the college admissions officers—not to mention scholarship selection committees—that you stand out from the other applicants? Changemaking shows off your real-world leadership skills and demonstrates a commitment to community service in a way that short-term volunteer positions can’t.

With all that to gain, what have you got to lose?

In My Experience
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If someone had told me when I was a teenager that I could change the world, I think I would have laughed. I was female, at a time when that still limited my choices. I was short. I wasn’t beautiful, wealthy, or connected to anyone with significant power or influence. I knew I wouldn’t go to an Ivy League university. I had never led anything. In fact, I did my best to blend in and avoid being noticed at all costs. Change the world—me? Not likely.

Skip forward several years—okay decades—and I can only pity the girl I was then. That girl never knew I’d have a successful career working at IBM, Microsoft, and Intel—some of the biggest technology corporations in the world—or that I’d help launch a successful startup. She never guessed the satisfaction I’d get from volunteering for organizations whose missions I care about deeply. She couldn’t imagine that I would find my true calling and become a confident leader in the process. And she couldn’t have dreamed I would discover my path to changing the world.

I don’t want you to have to wait that long. I want you to have all of those things—the sooner, the better—because I know you can dream it, and those dreams can come true.


YOU CAN DO IT

Maybe you think this sounds like something for other people—ones with money, IQ, connections, confidence, free time . . . whatever? Think again. Everyone can be a changemaker! And that includes you. As Craig wrote for Santa Clara University’s Architects of Peace project, “I realize, now, that each of us has the power to be Superman and to help rid the world of its worst evils—poverty, loneliness, and exploitation.”

You already have the ideas, the passion, the energy, and the talent! You will have to learn a few new skills—basic tools that will help you get the job done. And, you’ll have to work hard and do things you’ve never done before. But inside this book, you’ll find all the practical knowledge as well as the encouragement you need to go out and truly make a difference.
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Each chapter will introduce you to young people who have already changed the world. You’ll see what they did, why they did it, and how they succeeded—or failed—so you can learn valuable lessons from their experiences. You’ll also gain a whole lot of knowledge and find many resources to help you do it yourself. Plus, you’ll discover some of the many existing organizations dedicated to helping people just like you.

Some of this information might seem a little overwhelming at first, but just take it in small doses if you need to, and work your way through it at your own pace. You don’t even need to read this whole book before you start something that matters! You can read it cover to cover before you begin, or just start whenever you’re ready and use this book as a reference along the way.

It’s true that changing the world—even a small part of it—is rarely easy. You might not end up accomplishing what you set out to do, or it might take longer than you expected. But don’t let that stop you! You can start creating the world you want to live in—today, tomorrow, and beyond—anytime you choose. You don’t have to do it all, and you don’t have to do it immediately. Just start something small, and see where it takes you. As Craig says in Free the Children, “It all begins when one person finds the courage to take action.”

You are the changemakers and the change. I’ve seen it, I believe it, and I know it to be true.

Monique Coleman, actress, founder and CEO of GimmeMo.com, speaking at We Day Seattle on March 27, 2013, attended by the author 
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What’s a Changemaker, Anyway?

How wonderful it is that nobody need wait a single moment before starting to improve the world.

Anne Frank, author, in The Diary of a Young Girl

If our society is to continue to evolve and address the many problems we face, we must have more changemakers in all corners of the world who can and will take the initiative to create positive social change in their communities. Some of these changemakers will be social entrepreneurs, people who challenge the status quo with radically new and different ideas and then bring their visions to life to improve the world. Anyone, from anywhere, can become a changemaker or social entrepreneur. You can do it, too, just like Divine Bradley did.


Profile

TEAM REVOLUTION
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Divine Bradley was no goody two-shoes. Growing up, he often felt the allure of life on the gang-infested streets of his Brooklyn neighborhood. Then, when Divine was seventeen, a close friend of his was murdered over a basketball game. That was Divine’s wake-up call.

The kids in his neighborhood needed a safe place to hang out after school, but there weren’t many options. Divine decided to create his own after-school program. But just getting the kids off the streets wasn’t enough. Divine wanted to build confidence, teach leadership skills, and inspire a sense of community participation, too. He wanted to give young people positive role models and offer them a new direction. He wanted to change lives.

In 2000, Divine shared his idea with some neighborhood friends, and Team Revolution was born. The team started meeting on street corners, then moved to Divine’s front porch, and then took over his family’s basement. By 2002 the group had grown too big to fit in the basement anymore. Team Revolution needed its own space.

Could inner-city teenagers find a way to pay rent on a commercial space—legally? They weren’t sure, but they decided to try. They got a $500 grant from Youth Venture, and within two weeks, they had raised close to $25,000—by selling candy! They secured their own space, and soon the members of Team Revolution had turned an idea into a safe, gang-free community center, complete with a movie theater, a recording studio, and administrative space.

That didn’t necessarily mean happily ever after, though. “Getting everyone to believe that I was someone who was capable of doing something great, something positive, was a huge challenge,” Divine told HowStuffWorks.com. So he worked hard to demonstrate results, forge strong partnerships, and build an organization that would last. Since then, Team Revolution has impacted thousands of young people in New York City and beyond and is a model for community centers around the world.

Through his work with Team Revolution, Divine himself became what he originally wanted: a positive role model in the community. He’s now using his passions on an even larger scale and continuing to inspire youth as a Dream Director with The Future Project. Now that’s what I call a happy ending.




CHANGEMAKERS AND SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURS

Divine Bradley is a great example of a changemaker. Divine didn’t start Team Revolution to make money for himself. He just wanted to provide a safe, fun place for the neighborhood youth to hang out. Still, he had to find money, manage it carefully, and continue finding more in order to keep the community center running. Learning how to run a business helped Divine keep Team Revolution going strong for more than ten years.

Consider some of the businesses and organizations you’re familiar with. Many, like Apple or Walmart, follow a for-profit business model. Their main goal is to maximize profit for their shareholders. Others, like the Red Cross or the United Way, are charities. They focus on collecting donations so they can redistribute the money and provide services to those in need.

Today’s changemakers often fall somewhere in the middle—not entirely for profit or simply charitable. They use effective business practices to change the world for the better. Some of their organizations, such as Free the Children and Team Revolution, may be charities or nonprofits—spending most of their energy fundraising and then using that money to help solve a problem. Others, such as TOMS Shoes, may be for-profit businesses, selling a product or service to make money, but running their companies according to a core set of values and donating a significant portion of their profits to charity. In these cases, the leaders know that doing good and making money are not mutually exclusive. In fact, combining those two elements helps them succeed by creating a sustainable organization that people grow to trust and respect.

Some people get hung up before even starting any kind of venture because they think they need to decide right away whether it’s a nonprofit charity or a for-profit business. They either don’t know which one makes the most sense for their unique idea or are uncomfortable with going down a certain path. Because for-profit businesses exist primarily to make money, sometimes people think of them as evil or bad. Conversely, they might think of all nonprofits as good because their main goals are altruistic. In reality, it’s just not that simple. Businesses can solve social problems and act responsibly while making a profit. And, of course, nonprofits can be wasteful, irresponsible, or even downright fraudulent.

You don’t need to decide whether you want to start a charity or a for-profit business right now. In fact, your project doesn’t even have to be a real business yet. For now, you can simply be a group of people working together to solve a problem, just like Team Revolution was when it first started out. The only thing your venture needs to do is make something good in the world. And the only thing you need to know to make that happen is that you are a changemaker. After all, as Divine’s motto says, “The best way to predict the future is to create it.”

Social entrepreneurship is changemaking taken one giant step forward to actually change the way the world works. It isn’t just doing a good deed, nor is it running a successful business. It isn’t a charity that asks people for money and then gives it all away, nor is it a business that is 100 percent focused on profit at all costs. Social entrepreneurs invent brand-new ways of getting things done and implement their visions throughout a society. As Bill Drayton puts it in his book, Leading Social Entrepreneurs Changing the World, “Social entrepreneurs are not content just to give a fish or teach how to fish. They will not rest until they have revolutionized the fishing industry.” Social entrepreneurship is a growing movement that’s changing the world for the better. The best way to become a social entrepreneur is to practice being a changemaker when you are young.

You’ve probably heard of other changemakers and social entrepreneurs and what they’ve accomplished, even if you didn’t know that’s what they are called. Let’s think about where you may have encountered changemaking and social entrepreneurship in your own life.
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1. Think of famous people you’ve learned about who changed the world for the better. Perhaps you think of Mahatma Gandhi for his nonviolent approach to achieving social change. Or maybe you think of Steve Jobs because of the empowering technology he helped bring about. The people on your list might be historical or more recent.

2. Now, consider people in your community who started something that matters. Did a teacher at your school volunteer to lead an after-school activity? Did a government official launch a campaign to change citizens’ behavior? Who organized the 5K your uncle ran in last November that raised money for cancer research? Each of these people could be considered a changemaker. Maybe they founded programs you or someone you know has benefitted from, or perhaps it was just something you heard about or saw advertised.

3. Think about your friends and classmates at school. Have any of them organized something that didn’t exist before? Have any of them already made their marks on the world? They’re changemakers, too!

4. How about your family? Do any of them run their own businesses or nonprofit organizations? Do they use business skills and procedures to do good in the world? You could easily be related to a changemaker or even a social entrepreneur. If none come to mind right away, ask your family members if they can think of anyone. Many of us have ancestors who were changemakers.

Did you notice how many different kinds of people popped into your mind during this exercise? That just goes to show that anyone can be a changemaker. It doesn’t matter what race you are or whether you’re rich or poor, a genius (or not), male or female, good-looking (or less so), outgoing or introverted, straight or gay, old or young, or anything else.



In My Experience
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I never considered myself to be a leader. I was a shy, quiet introvert who hated public speaking, avoided arguments, and tried not to state an opinion. Then, the two leaders of my regional Society for Children’s Book Writers and Illustrators (SCBWI) announced they were both stepping down. Someone needed to step up and assume the leadership roles, or the organization would shut down. It was a daunting role. At the time, the organization served almost a thousand people, put on more than a dozen events every year, and had a six-figure annual operating budget—it was all way out of my league. But no one else stepped up.

I was already working on this book when that happened. I’d volunteered in various roles for several different organizations. I’d been a manager at a major technology company, and I’d helped found an internet startup. But I had never done anything even close to what leading the SCBWI chapter would entail. It was way outside my comfort zone. But then it hit me: How could I write a book encouraging you to go out and be a leader if I myself had never actually done the same kind of thing? I loved that organization, and I love this book, so I took a deep breath and jumped.

I ended up being a copresident of SCBWI Western Washington for three successful years. Someone I barely knew stepped up to be copresident with me, and we became great friends. My team members from that experience are like family to me. I learned skills I never thought I could, gained a tremendous amount of self-confidence, experienced unbelievable personal growth, and had a ridiculous amount of fun doing it. Taking that role was one of the most positive, transformative decisions I have ever made, and I don’t have a single regret.

If I can do it, so can you.


LET’S GO!

You’ve seen how Craig and Divine started something amazing while they were young. In addition to sharing more stories like theirs, this book will show you how you can do it, too. You’ll learn how to choose a cause, recruit helpers, make a plan, manage your money, sell your ideas, and more! As Divine Bradley told New York’s Daily News, “I didn’t know exactly how to go about doing it. I just did it.” And so can you.

It won’t be easy, of course, but no matter what happens, some piece of your world will be better simply because you tried. You will make a difference to yourself and others. You’ll gain new skills. You’ll inspire people around you. You’ll make new friends. And you’ll have fun doing something you love while you solve a problem you care about.

Change is the process by which the future invades our lives.

Alvin Toffler, author, in his book Future Shock



|  3  |

The Secret Formula

You have to find something that you love enough to be able to take risks . . . jump over the hurdles . . . and break through the brick walls that are always going to be placed in front of you. If you don’t have that . . . you’ll stop at the first giant hurdle.

George Lucas, movie producer, director, and writer, in an interview with the American Academy of Achievement in Washington DC on June 19, 1999

Changing anything—let alone the world—is a pretty tall order for anyone. Wouldn’t it be nice if there was a secret formula for success? Sadly, there isn’t. But there is a secret formula that will give you a better chance of being successful. It all comes down to your first decision . . . and making sure it’s a good one. That key piece of the puzzle is choosing what to do. Whether you come up with something that has never been tried before or put your own special twist on a tried-and-true classic, this chapter will help you find the perfect starting point. 
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Profile

ACTORES DE LA PREVENCIÓN (PREVENTION ACTORS)
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Florencia Manino, Facundo Pennesi, Marina Sananes, and Diana Calderón were studying theater at Argentina’s National University of Cuyo when they got the idea for their venture. “We saw that there were a lot of car accidents due to excessive alcohol consumption in young people,” they say. And they thought they could address the problem through theater. “We believe it is a real instrument of social development,” they say, “because it makes people work together to achieve a common aim.”

They contacted a local organization called Cable a Tierra (Ground Wire), an addiction prevention and rehabilitation center that provided the team with specific information about the problems related to alcohol and addiction. Then, after presenting their idea to Ashoka, an organization that invests in changemakers, they received the funding to start working.

Their group, Actores de la Prevención, created theater workshops that presented the risks associated with alcohol consumption. “The most fun and interesting thing was to manage how to get to young people deeply . . . trying to get to them by their interests,” say the founders. Being in the play, acting the parts of characters in a club, made the participants feel like they were inside the problem.

Since the founders were already studying both theater and education, the hardest part of launching the venture was getting in touch with their audience. “The most difficult part was the distribution of the project and finding a way to reach schools who wanted the project,” they say. “The bureaucracy of schools was difficult to deal with.”

But they persisted. “What kept us going,” they say, “was the idea of making a change in teenagers, the horror that is produced by this terrible problem, and the deaths in car accidents caused by the excess drinking of alcohol.”

And they’ve now added a secondary goal: to empower future changemakers by teaching their students to question any social problems they encounter, identify their causes and consequences, and take an active role in solving them. “Our goal for the project is to get to the most places possible in order to make the message reach the biggest number of people,” they say, “to plant the seeds of critical thought and self-knowledge in teenagers.”




WHY THIS CHAPTER MATTERS

If you know you want to make a difference but just don’t know where to begin, spend some time working through the exercises in this chapter. They’ll help you get to know the most important player in your venture—you—so you can get some ideas and start putting together a solid plan. Thinking about your passions and skills will help you come up with the best idea to pursue.

On the other hand, maybe you picked up this book because you already have a problem you want to solve and are ready to get started. I still encourage you to read this chapter first to help you get in touch with your reasons for wanting to go that route and to clarify your approach. Doing these exercises before you jump in will make sure you’ve considered all the angles and get started down the best path.


WHAT’S YOUR PASSION?

As human beings, we like to think we are ruled by knowledge and logic. They certainly do have an effect on our choices and behavior, but there’s something even deeper that truly controls us—emotion. Think about how many times you’ve done something you knew you probably shouldn’t do, simply because it made you feel good. On the other hand, making yourself do something you don’t enjoy can only last for so long, even if you know it’s good for you.

What does this have to do with changing the world? Well, changing the world, even a small piece of it, is a pretty big undertaking. The only way for you to maintain enough energy and willpower to even attempt it is to tap into your most basic passions. “Try to do things and work with topics according to your interests, capacities, and abilities,” says the Actores team. “When we do things with passion, we do things better.” That is why Actores de la Prevención succeeded. The founders could have decided that their dream was too difficult to achieve, but instead they let their passion carry them forward to success.

Passion is what fuels power. If you feel passionately about something, you can’t not do it. “The fact that we were studying acting helped us to prepare the theater play and allowed us to express an idea, using art to deeply touch the students,” say the Actores team members. But they were also studying to be acting teachers, which was an important element. If they’d tried to just perform for the students, instead of enlisting the students themselves as actors, they might not have had the same success or taken their idea as far, because their project would have lacked the element of teaching that they also enjoyed.

To empower yourself, and others like you, it helps to find your passion first. So, how do you find that idea that is so you that you will not—cannot—quit, no matter what? Start by asking yourself some questions. What would you do if you could do anything you wanted? What do you love to do more than anything else? With these ideas in mind, you’re ready to start brainstorming your passions.
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1. Start a venture journal, either in a bound book, a binder, or a computer document.

2. Make a list of all the things you enjoy doing like shopping, playing sports, playing video games, whatever—everything that gets you excited or makes you happy. Be honest, even if it seems silly! If you don’t start with something that really pumps you up, you’ll run out of energy long before you cross the finish line.

3. Now let’s expand that list even more. Look back at the list of things you love to do and ask yourself, “Why do I love doing that? What makes it fun for me?” Draw a line down the page just to the right of the first list. Write your answers to the right of that line. Keep asking yourself why, adding more columns, and filling them in until you can get to the fundamental reasons behind each of your passions. Do you love something because of the sense of danger, or maybe it’s the feeling of security? Because you like solving complex puzzles, or perhaps because you like structure and predictability? Because you get to be alone, or rather because you enjoy being with other people?

All of this will help you find the perfect activity to keep you engaged and having fun.




WHAT ARE YOU GOOD AT?

Of course, you need more than passion to carry something through: you need skills! Actores wouldn’t exist if the founders didn’t know the first thing about theater, right? So let’s make another list.
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