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INTRODUCTION


A gangly ten-year-old shuffles away from the other kids, shoulders slumped below a sour frown. They lost the game, and it’s only peewee league but might as well be the world championship. “I never should’ve joined the team. I don’t even like playing.” It could be any kid in a somewhere town playing any sport. Maybe it was you.


How did that scenario shape your relationship with winning? For many of us, the exhilaration of a win starts with childhood sports. We gravitate to the fields to join friends or simply feel accepted, playing games that are supposed to be fun and a place to cultivate skills. But if you’re not athletic and losing becomes routine, pretty soon you don’t want to play anymore, and you’ve lost that connection to winning or associate it as reserved only for others.


Money is another good example. Maybe your family didn’t have much of it and you struggled making ends meet. Or perhaps you were very wealthy, but despite having all the elements of a happy life, you weren’t happy. Maybe you grew up believing money is evil and your relationship with it today is contentious at best.


Sports, money, or other life components can establish unhealthy relationships to winning and prohibit your ability to succeed. I want to change that. If you love to win, you’re going to love this book. If you hate winning, you’re going to love this book. My goal is to change people’s outlook on and relationship to winning, and losing, so they can enjoy and learn from both. I’m not here to tell you how to win or preach on a magic how-to formula for being successful—get up at 5:00 a.m. every day, don’t drink alcohol, exercise twice a day, eat nuts and berries. You won’t find a “What is the meaning of winning?” scripture on these pages. I’m not a sage in flowing robes on a mountain with the top ten philosophies of winning. This is about setting the tone for yourself. What does a win look like to you? What’s a loss? If you don’t want to sleep past 8:00 a.m. and got up at 7:30 today, that’s a win. If you’re targeting a healthier diet but gobbled a couple of cookies before bed, you didn’t win but can recognize the loss and take a positive lesson into tomorrow.


I teach hospitality tourism marketing classes, and during one lecture, a student asked, “What’s your key to success?”


I replied, “How do you define success? The key to my success is irrelevant to you because you and I likely view success differently.” The first time I stepped foot in a college classroom was to teach it, and I remember telling the students, “It’s a little awkward being here because you guys are asking me what to do and my first piece of advice is to go do whatever you want to do. If you want to start a popcorn business, go do it. I’d rather you get out there and fail five different times; you’ll become more educated on how to start that business than sitting in this classroom all day.”


My advice might be counterintuitive to those students’ current intersection, but the advice doesn’t change: if X is what you want to do, go do it.


Most people see success as an end-all, be-all, but life is linear. One student’s success marker could simply be graduating college, and what he must realize is the key to his success is not the end point but how to get there. Too often, people believe life has one dramatic milestone and once they reach it, they’re successful. If you reach that in your midthirties, then what? No more wins or success?


Life is a gift of many successes, not just one. What you do with them shapes who you are.


Much of our day-to-day lives is a reflection of our subconscious, which forms in childhood and shapes how we learn about winning and losing. Unfortunately, some people develop an unhealthy relationship with winning where it becomes all that matters and they must win at any cost. But it’s important to remember that life is always in motion and it’s not a weakness to change your mind. The world constantly evolves and becomes more informed every day; if you learn new information, you should have the ability to change your direction.


I learned to make that kind of pivot as a fourth-grade track-and-field wannabe. I loved sports but wasn’t naturally good at any of them. At an annual track-and-field day, I won a sixth-place ribbon in the hurdles. There were seven people in the race. I didn’t like that because I wanted to be first, but the failure was okay because it showed me that if I wanted to win, I had to do something different; I couldn’t just show up next time and expect to do better. However, if I did everything I possibly could to improve and still took sixth, I’d realize I was in the wrong vertical.


I played basketball as well, and that’s where my passion for winning really started. Luckily for me, my friends were all really good, so my teams were good. It felt great to win, and I knew we weren’t winning because of me, but I was still a contributor. In the beginning, a win for me was just making the team. I had to bust my ass to be good enough to put on the uniform. And then once I made the team, I had to keep working hard to get some playing time and even harder to become a starter and harder still to be a captain. However, if being the best player on the team was my ultimate goal, I probably would have ended up quitting because that milestone wasn’t realistic at the time. Subconsciously, I knew my talent could only go so far to being the best, and if I couldn’t get there, I’d feel like a failure, but I could make the team, and that was a win for me. I just chiseled my way up to finding that success.


The same mindset ties to people’s careers or diet plans or exercise regimes, if you are truly doing everything you need to be successful. The challenge is we are often dishonest with ourselves. If you’re trying to eat healthier and have a bag of chips stashed in the pantry, do you dig in at night after everyone else is asleep? No one knows but you. Are you being honest with yourself?


Everyone is in different spectrums of their lives, and we don’t take enough time to define for ourselves what a win is; instead, we take the easy way and let other people define it for us. That’s why so many people in America are unhappy. If you buy a bigger house or fancy car, it doesn’t mean you are now infinitely happy for the rest of your life. When the LA Lakers won the NBA championship, that didn’t mean they never had to play again—they had to do it again the next year. Or let’s say you get a promotion at work. It’s a great win, but you can’t sit back and think, “I’ve made it. I don’t have to work hard anymore.” You need to realize you won that moment but you’re going to have to continue winning or lose your job. Wins are never definitive; you have to keep piling them up.


Most importantly, stop looking for the “I’ll be happy when” moments. You’ll never get there and will only succeed in sowing everyday frustration. When you reach whatever that place is where you think you’ll be happy, there will be other things in life that you need or want, and that pie-in-the-sky milestone will remain a moving target. You will also lose along the way. In fact, the human species is prone to fail, but it doesn’t have to derail your momentum. We can learn from losses and recalibrate to win next time. A loss is just a loss in the moment. Don’t give yourself too much credit for wins or too much heartache for losses. Everything is an opportunity to progress.




Stop looking for the “I’ll be happy when” moments.





I started my first business, a cell phone store, at age nineteen; worked a second job at night; and sold the business in 2008 in my first professional pivot. I moved to a management position with a national wireless company and soon became the youngest in their history to win district manager of the year. I won the moment, but it wouldn’t have happened without the tenacity to go after it. After a big win, you want to hold on to it, and it’s easy to rest on your laurels, but then that benchmark becomes the new expectation, especially in sales, and you can’t improve by treading water. Winning and losing requires goals and aspirations, and I continued to set new career standards in event, tourism, and hospitality management.


What does all that have to do with writing a book? Why am I here with you? Everything I’m saying has all been said by someone, somewhere. I literally have no new information. It’s like how to get six-pack abs today is no different today than it was in the 1800s. We already know how to do it, but we are conditioned to believe it takes a $100-a-month gym membership to unlock the secret to a cover-model physique. That’s bullshit. We all intuitively know how to be successful; we know how to be good friends and children and parents. We just have to choose to do it.


What’s your catalyst to make that choice? Winning the moment is your launchpad. Here’s a great example: My daughter had a birthday last week, and I wanted to wake up early that morning to spend time with her. That doesn’t mean I have to choose to get up early every day for the rest of my life, but I needed, and chose to, that morning, and it was my first win of the day. I like to golf, too, and have no problem getting up at 6:30 to swing the sticks, but getting up that early to go to the gym is another story. The task of waking up is the same, but the desire for the objective is different and more difficult. I am clearly capable of dragging my butt out of bed at sunrise, but I want to do it for something I enjoy.


The path to managing this life challenge starts with recognizing who you are as an individual. If you keep missing early gym sessions, don’t look at it as failing because you can’t get up on time; choose a different activity. Find a form of exercise that inspires you; maybe it’s mountain biking a local trail or hiking or a jog around the block. Whatever your passion, stop trying to fit into society’s manufactured vision and instead, buy into what you love.


I don’t have a groundbreaking new recipe for a happy life; I have a passion to help people and spark the motivation and tools to make strategic pivots to get closer to living the life they desire. This isn’t a book on industry-sweeping change or a “get rich quick” prescription for entrepreneurs. It is encouragement for what can happen when you never let go of the positive. In my office one day, I realized the only thing I know is that I know nothing. I later learned that is a quote from Socrates, and that belief went on to reshape my life. The universe provides tremendous opportunity, and I want to share navigation and inspiration to grab those moments and harness their power. Call it stopping to smell the roses in a digestible package.


As a species, we have preconditioned beliefs about all facets of life that we never take the time to question. I want my message to allow you to see the world through a new lens. Being happy and fulfilled isn’t difficult when you live in the now and don’t set expectations. Life’s challenges can derail you or become pivot points that create new opportunities or an exciting change in life direction or simply make today great. This is a blueprint for weaving a new mindset and focus into everyday life and making it the conduit to new places.
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CHAPTER ONE I KNOW NOTHING





I am the wisest man alive, for I know one thing, and that is that I know nothing.


—PLATO





Do we really know anything with absolute certainty? If you asked me in fourth grade if the world is round or Neil Armstrong walked on the moon, my answer would be an emphatic yes to both. Today, my answer is I have no idea. I still believe both statements are true, but I don’t “know” if they are. A similar conversation took place with my colleagues on diet and health. We reached the conclusion that we have no idea if a particular food or activity is good or bad for you because everyone is different and we can’t possibly know the effects of long-term choices until we get to the long term.


Ultimately, who is to say what is good or bad? Most of us maintain a good/bad moral compass, but life throws a lot of curve-balls to keep things interesting. I remember a time in the early stages of building my adult life when I lost a significant chunk of money in a bad investment and compounded the loss by leveraging additional cash. I was nineteen years old, full of piss and vinegar, and a friend came to me with a “great investment idea.” He’d found a Lamborghini that he could buy and flip. A sure thing, easy money. The catch: he was on parole and not allowed to leave Utah, and the car was in Texas. He just needed to use my credit card to get there (under the radar), and he’d give me $10,000 when he sold the car. I didn’t trust him but did all the due diligence with a contract and everything, and sure enough, he followed through with the deal.


I was stoked. Quick and easy money. Then he did it two more times, and I was loving all the cash rolling in, but “just one more time” had me drop my guard with due diligence. I advanced him a hefty sum and found out he was essentially stringing along a Ponzi scheme. I lost all that money and was left with nothing but a scoundrel ex-friend.


It was certainly a bad experience, but the inherent lessons and growth helped mold who I am today and reinforce an acceptance that humans have a limited capacity of what we “know.”


Try telling that to the fiery early-career version of me. Like most headstrong young professionals fueled with perceived invincibility, I thought I knew everything. Chief among my wisdom was the belief that success meant working sixty hours a week for the rest of my life. How else could you make a go of it and really become a career superstar? If that came at the expense of a social life, family, and physical health, so be it. And I paid that price willingly, albeit blindly.


So, is it better to log ten-hour days at the office or capitalize on shorter rounds of high-quality work? I’m not knocking long days, but is that an all-or-nothing requirement to success if the result is mediocre performance, mental and physical exhaustion, and little time with friends and family? I have a friend who’s into bicycle racing and maintains top-end fitness by weaving short, intense miles into a busy work week. “I’m not training for the Tour de France,” he said, “but if I can notch twenty-five miles of solid riding with intervals or hill climbs, I stay strong enough to throw down at local races and have fun keeping fit. It doesn’t have to be a hundred-mile epic.” He gets more benefit from focused miles, and a win for the day, without the self-imposed mental demand of “needing” to exercise five hours a day. Most importantly, he enjoys the journey without focusing only on a desired race result. Many athletes, weekend warriors or elite level, are fulfilled with only the race and crossing the finish line, and gloss over the training as mundane or simply a necessary building block. There’s so much more to it!


I used to run a half marathon every year and managed to complete one full marathon, and I’m proud of that, but looking back, something was missing. I couldn’t wait to take the starting line; however, with that tunnel mindset, I focused only on the objective and not the path to get there. In fact, I only enjoyed that moment when the race was over; I failed to realize the training was great too. All those runs I did to prepare, outside on my own in the fresh air and sunshine, doing something positive for my health—those were wins in their own right. It took a lot of hard work to build fitness, but I was too shortsighted to realize that with the training alone, I was racking up wins every day. Momentum was on my side, doing something I loved, and I felt healthy and energized.




Quality of life can be so much better when you tie success to accomplishments.





These examples illustrate that quality of life can be so much better when you tie success to accomplishments instead of logging time or notching a singular objective. It’s far more than waiting for the next great thing as well. We do it all the time as kids, and it’s easy to carry the habit as adults: Just wait till I’m sixteen and get my driver’s license. Then it’ll be great. Just wait until I turn twenty-one. When I get that new job. When I buy a new car. When I retire. When I’m dead.


See what I mean? I have a friend, Andrew, who is a very successful attorney with a seven-figure income, and on the surface, everything is roses. I had lunch with him one day, and he said, “Cody, I think I’m depressed.” I asked why, and he replied, “I don’t know … When is it going to be fun?”


I gave him a sidelong baffled look and replied, “It can be fun whenever you want it to be. You make enough money that you have the luxury of having fun whenever you want. You just choose to let the stresses and frustration of running a law firm cloud your mind in frustration instead of focusing on all the positives your job creates. It’s not outside circumstances making your life not fun; it’s you.” He went on to explain a few scenarios, like his family still lives in a “smaller” house and he hasn’t bought a new one because he’s afraid that if he buys the house he wants and he’s still not happy, then what? He was making everything in life definitive and tied to “the next best thing.” It doesn’t work that way. You can never get happiness from an outside source. Only you can find the happiness you want.


Sometimes, though, you muddy your own waters. Early in my career, I lived by the perception of “I’m a good leader if I’m always available. Whatever you need, just call anytime.” So, I’d be on the phone at 9:00 on a Saturday night talking to staff, putting out the proverbial fires or helping them manage challenging projects. One particular evening, I was enjoying a quiet, romantic anniversary dinner with my wife at our favorite restaurant, and naturally the phone rang. Still under the spell of ubiquitous leadering, I stepped away from the table to take the call. A poor choice, given my radiant company and cozy evening vibe. On the phone was my sales associate in Tucson, mired in some kind of client problem, and I remember being frustrated with her and becoming a tad unglued. “I’m out for my anniversary dinner; why can’t you figure this out?”


The situation curdled like bad yogurt, but after I cooled down, I realized she was only operating in the format I presented as appropriate and that I had essentially taken away her, and all my employees’, ability to problem solve on their own. And because associates called me instead of their team managers, it also stunted the managers’ ability to grow and lead their staff when I was solving all the problems. My managers were absolutely capable of handling these challenges, but they ran into a roadblock in the shape of me. The same was true with clients; I told every one of them I was available anytime, day or night. I didn’t set realistic, efficient guidelines and expectations. My decisions were guided by the fear that if I didn’t continue operating in that same fashion, I wouldn’t be successful. A key point of that story is I could have maintained that pace and been really good at it, but only for a short time. My energy and efficiency would soon flicker and fade; you can’t be that available to everyone and do it forever.


And this path isn’t confined only to work life. When you offer “always-there” parameters, most people are generally keen to take you up on them. You could have a friend that seems to have a perpetual trail of life problems, and they know you’re available, so they call every other day, and you always answer and listen to their troubles for an hour. But after a while, you start to dread the calls and even resent them as a person, and that’s unfair to them; you never put up guardrails or even politely backed away. Instead, you opened the door to that type of relationship, but it’s difficult to see it in real time because it’s easier if it’s someone else’s fault. If we don’t step back and self-diagnose our own role in successes and failures, we become part of the problem.


If you want a fulfilling work-life balance and set expectations with others accordingly, let them know you’re available only weekdays from 9:00 to 5:00, if that fits your world, and they will accept it. My laptop never comes out at home anymore, and I won’t take a work call after 5:00. I determined what is right and wrong for my life and set boundaries that helped establish a manageable and happy life.




Right Now Is Your Destination


Expectation is the root of disappointment. My attorney friend, Andrew, constantly expected something “better” in life instead of appreciating what he had, and because of that, he spent long periods stuck in a dismal place. Is there a clear explanation for this? I believe the single most important tool for happiness in life is living in the present, and Andrew wasn’t doing it. He lived in an undefined future: I have to get my new patio done and finish the landscaping. I need to get a new TV. I need to find a new house. I’ll stop working more in a few years.


He couldn’t be happy because he neglected where he was that day. All his happiness, what he thought happiness would be, was predicated on what was in front of him. And he’s not alone. For example, my assistant’s friend, a successful but very busy, stress-plagued accountant, lurched into their house one day, grumbling about a looming tax deadline. He was living in a space that hadn’t arrived, irritable around his family because of an unknown future. Tax deadlines are an expected part of the game anyway; why be upset right now when it changes nothing in this moment?


Our thoughts dictate our emotions, and we never believe we are making ourselves angry or sad or grumpy; it’s always someone or something else’s fault, but we choose to be in that state of mind because it seems easier than choosing to be happy. It’s definitely not easy to consistently maintain positive thoughts, especially since we humans understand the need to exercise our bodies but neglect our minds, and that creates an imbalance. Your mind needs exercise like your body, but being positive starts with thinking positive. Consider otherworldly performances by elite athletes. Nearly all superstars incorporate yoga or meditation or other form of mind-body connection that helps them go out there and execute at the highest level.


Stating a goal out loud and referencing tangible numbers are other proven tools. A study led by psychology professor Dr. Gail Matthews at California’s Dominican University revealed people are 42 percent more likely to achieve their goals if they first write them down.1 The physical action of writing forces a clarity about what you want to achieve or where you want to be while instilling a motivation to go do it. Seeing a goal on paper right in front of you inspires strategy and questions and internal pep talks, whether you’re gunning for a CEO chair or want to lose ten pounds. In fact, many renowned success stories started with the protagonist’s goal in written form.


Legendary professional cyclist and three-time Tour de France winner Greg LeMond boldly and confidently, at age seventeen, wrote down his goal of winning the tour. He did it, and by the smallest margin (eight seconds) in tour history. In the same light, self-made millionaires seem to all have stories of reaching great heights after first writing down their finish line. Grant Cardone—global sales-training influencer, motivational speaker, and real estate tycoon—writes his goals twice a day, morning and night, every day. He says going to sleep to targeted goals helps them become reality. “I want to write my goals down before I go to sleep at night because they are important to me, they are valuable to me, and I get to wake up to them again tomorrow.”


I enlisted a similar goal-writing strategy the year I became the leading district manager at Wireless Advocates, my first career destination. I told anyone who would listen—friends, family, coworkers, random people on the street—that my target was DM of the year, and that was one of the most powerful things I did to make it happen, with a community of support behind me. Announcing my intentions inspired the vigor to go after them; I essentially willed my goal into reality. You can also have all the trappings of a realistic goal in the numbers game. In my early career, we needed to sell a target number of cell phones each month. My first task when I went to work every day was to check my ranking. I didn’t set my sights on being the best of the nine stores in my region; I wanted to be the best in the entire company. If a store in Atlanta was 2 percentage points ahead of us, I’d fire up my staff to sell X number of phones that day to beat the other guys. And that hard-target number helped us do it. The same holds true if you’re trying to lose 10 pounds, bench-press 250 pounds, or save a million dollars.


So, why is this so difficult? The fact is, most people live in the past or a perceived future and miss what happens today. We dwell on a failure that upended our lives and continue to drag it along. The missed job promotion, not making the team, unlucky relationships, another weight gain. We don’t allow ourselves to be in the moment and take wins that are right in front of us because we’re too absorbed with the losses behind us, and that creates a negative feedback belief pendulum. I failed before; I’ll fail again. Unfortunately, when you believe that, it happens.


The frustratingly fascinating game of golf is a great example. I try to hit the course with my dad a few times a week, and we turn in respectable scores, but I remember going bonkers when I first started playing. When you reach a fairway water hazard, for example, that becomes the focal point, but you don’t want the ball to go there, so you start reciting an internal pep talk: Don’t hit it in the water. Don’t hit it in the water. You should be saying Hit it on the green, but your mind and body are focused on the obstacle, not the target, and sure enough, that 7-iron swing sends the ball right into the drink. Don’t think about—don’t live for—what to avoid; live for right now!


This was a sticking point for me with family vacations as well. I was always disappointed because expectations were very high, and they never lived up to the romanticized hype I created in my mind—this will be the best trip ever, the kids will be perfect angels, we’ll have so much quality time together. When things didn’t work out, disappointment quickly plunged the day into a somber mood. Even worse, I didn’t share my lofty hopes and dreams with my wife or kids beforehand, and if a trip fell apart, everyone was crabby and it was my fault. Vacation anticipation is in fact a common affliction; we are so bad at living in the moment that we’ve lost the ability to enjoy the thing we set out to do. Starry-eyed dreams of the perfect trip turn into long lines, deflated dreams, and tired, crabby kids. Life-list travel to a tropical island is an especially efficient incubator of angst. You don’t mind a bit getting up at 3:00 a.m. to plod through the airport or sit through a cramped multihour flight, and even languishing in customs tangles is part of the fun. You’re stoked to hit the sunny beach and lounge with umbrella drinks, but eventually you have to go home, and the same travel routine becomes a living, breathing hell.


Andrew never went on vacation. I asked him, “Why don’t you plan a trip and get out of town for a while with the family? You have the means to go anywhere in the world.”


He said, “Great idea, but the problem is when I get there, I’m stressed about what I’m going to come back to.”


I replied, “You know you’re capable of handling what’s in front of you and that you can overcome any issue. You couldn’t have built a wildly successful law practice without that strength. No matter what happens when you’re gone, you can manage it when you get back. Your firm won’t sputter and fail if you leave for a week.”




To glean the most satisfaction from life, focus on where you’re at today.





These stories drive home the critical but oft-neglected adage that to glean the most satisfaction from life, focus on where you’re at today and don’t put energy into something that hasn’t happened yet. My sister-in-law struggled mightily with this several years ago. She often comes to me for advice and at the time was navigating relationship issues that spiraled into a cycle of worrying about what-if events far into the future. “Will we still be together in six months? What if we’re not happy anymore? Then what happens?”


My reply inspired a bewildered look. “Malissa, what are you making for dinner in six months?”


“Um, I have no idea.”


“Well, it wouldn’t make sense to worry about what you’re having for dinner six months from now, right?”


She paused a few moments.


“Yeah, I suppose.” “You can’t worry about what your relationship will be like in six months either. Enjoy it today.”


What will my income be next year? What will my work life look like? Will my kid make the football team? None of that gives you any value because it’s not happening now. It’s a waste of energy and time. Imagine what you could accomplish if you took all that energy you’re funneling into future concerns and past failures, and focused it on what’s happening in the moment.


We know nothing about tomorrow and don’t need to have our entire lives figured out this minute. Appreciate the moment, focus on what’s right in front of you, and don’t overcommit to anything. You have the luxury and freedom to change your mind or take a different path as many times as you want. It doesn’t matter if you’re fifty, thirty-five, or seventy-two; you have tremendous opportunity ahead. Ray Kroc spent his career as a milkshake-device salesman before buying McDonald’s at age fifty-two and turning it into the world’s biggest fast-food franchise. I never thought I’d be writing this book, and I have no idea what I’ll be doing in five years, but I know it’ll be awesome.
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