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Have you ever felt stuck in your career or in your personal life? Do you want to write new and exciting chapters to the story of your life? You just have to learn to flip the script. Few executives in media today are as well respected for their ability to turn a business or situation around as Bill Wackermann. As a leading executive in the publishing industry he is esteemed for his powerful combination of business ingenuity and innovative branding. The New York Times has heralded his work, stating, “Mr. Wackermann is becoming known for the offbeat campaigns he creates,” and Fashion Daily called him “Times Square’s turnaround artist.” His simple approach to this kind of transformation transcends the publishing industry, impacting the worlds of entertainment, fashion, and art. Here, in his hip lifestyle guide, he shows how to turn negative situations around and how to create new opportunities for business and personal growth.


Through helpful tips and engaging stories, Wackermann empowers readers to embrace selfknowledge and be confident of their individual talents. With great energy and enthusiasm, he presents a clear and clever program for how people can turn their lives around, essentially discovering how to “flip the script” by identifying prospects where none existed and rewriting their personal stories for the better. He encourages readers to think of ways to turn every problem or situation around to their benefit. Packed with advice such as how to watch for potential openings that might be right in front of you or how to embrace a mantra of personal responsibility, his book draws on eye-opening stories from his life and the lives of friends and colleagues to show how readers can start to find success today.


Flip the Script is a highly intuitive and engrossing guide for everyone from entry level to the corner office. Wackermann shares his results-oriented approach to life and business, which has taken him from brash young upstart to seasoned executive, making it clear to younger readers, in particular, that they too can seize the director’s chair and come out on top.




 






I have read many books on how to succeed in business, and often, after reading them, I have been left wondering if the authors’ own experiences were relatable to the average person. The advice in many of the books tended to be either too scholarly or too complicated to incorporate into real life. The lack of a better-grounded, reality-based approach to guiding others to success inspired me to think about my own experiences.


My success in life and business has come in the absence of any extraordinary opportunity or vision. Mine is a journey from a family of six children who struggled monthly to make ends meet to a career in one of publishing’s glittering ivory towers. From New York to Paris, from the world of fashion and beauty to the back lots of Hollywood, my success has come from “flipping the script” and creating opportunities where none existed. Flipping the script is my unique approach to turning tables and gaining control.


— FROM FLIP THE SCRIPT
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BILL WACKERMANN is executive vice president and publishing director at Condé Nast. Having overseen Glamour, W, Details, and Bon Appétit magazines, he is also an executive producer of fourteen short films. Crain’s New York Business put him on its “40 Under 40” list; Min named him to their “21 Most Intriguing” list. His award-winning approach has earned his magazines repeated placement on both Adweek’s “Hot List” and Advertising Age’s “A-List.” He is the father of three and currently works and lives in New York City.
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For Theodore, Hugh, and Helena


Anything is possible.




PREFACE


I have read many books on how to succeed in business, and often, after reading them, I have been left wondering if the authors’ own experiences were relatable to the average person. The advice in many of the books tended to be either too scholarly or too complicated to incorporate into real life. The lack of a better-grounded, reality-based approach to guiding others to success inspired me to think about my own experiences.


My success in life and business has come in the absence of any extraordinary opportunity or vision. Mine is a journey from a family of six children who struggled monthly to make ends meet to a career in one of publishing’s glittering ivory towers. From New York to Paris, from the world of fashion and beauty to the back lots of Hollywood, my success has come from “flipping the script” and creating opportunities where none existed. Flipping the script is my unique approach to turning tables and gaining control.


I’ve found that there are certain principles and steps for transforming a business or turning your life around that are not difficult to follow and that work time and again. You’ll find them to be of incredible value no matter where you come from, what school you attended, or where you are in your career. Throughout this book I will show you how to flip the script and use the simple and relatable core principles of this process to change your life for the better.


Growing up in a small working-class town on the eastern end of Long Island, my expectations for academic or professional achievement were not high. Middle Island was the type of place where no one special came from. And you never expected anyone would. Many of my peers’ career prospects were realized after high school upon securing a good job at the telephone company or cutting hair three days a week at the local hair salon.


The town is seventy miles from New York City; that glittering beacon seems close, but it’s another world. Middle Island is inhabited by decent, hardworking people for whom I have tremendous respect, but there is also much to be said about creating dreams that expand outside of the world and circumstances you are born into. No one prepares you for this. I’ve worked loading trucks, flipping burgers, and cleaning pools. I’ve also worked hand in hand with the world’s glitterati. From fashion’s heavyweights to Hollywood’s biggest and most demanding players, I’ve used the principle of flipping to stand toe-to-toe with giants—and win.


Understanding how to create opportunity for myself was my ticket out, and learning the tools for rewriting my own script has kept me at the top of my industry. I’ll draw upon all my experiences and endeavors to bring Flip the Script to life and show you exactly how this mind-set and approach play out in the real world. The first step is simple: embrace the notion that turning a situation around and creating new opportunities takes the desire to face yourself as you really are and a willingness to see the potential that could be hiding right in front of you.


Throughout this book, I’ll share principles and rules for doing just this—and for rewriting the script of your life. The process boils down to three stages: (1) understanding yourself, (2) navigating how to build your flip, and (3) winning: overcoming obstacles and pulling it all together. Within these three stages are guiding principles and rules to help you learn how to get at the heart of what you want and remove the obstacles that stand in your way. Many times we put these obstacles up ourselves. Understanding how and why you think or behave the way you do is the first step to successfully flipping your script. I’ll show you how to free your mind by embracing the power of “So what?” Understanding the power of “So what?” will help you realize that every problem has several solutions and can be overcome. You will also learn to better control your irrational fears and gain a new sense of personal accountability so that you can stop blaming everyone else but you for your station in life.


With your newfound sense of self-awareness, you’ll be ready to maneuver yourself into new opportunities—ethically, responsibly, and with a design toward sustained success. You’ll figure out what changes are most important and needed in your life and map out a strategy for making them happen. Once you’ve set your sights on a goal or opportunity, there are effective ways of going after it that will add to your reputation and make achieving it much more doable. You’ll read about these techniques in the last section of the book. There you’ll find field-tested methods that can help you turn around any situation and take control. You’ll be able to identify, through honest and sometimes funny real-life business and personal situations, how many of us struggle with the same issues and how you can learn to successfully navigate these challenges. The techniques offered in this book will put you in the winner’s circle, whether that means breaking free of mediocre expectations or achieving at the highest level. It doesn’t matter whether you are a recent grad starting out in your career, re-creating yourself after being downsized, or on the fast track to the executive floor; flipping is a way for you to realize your ambitions, because it encourages you to think that every problem or situation can be turned around for your benefit—and that you have the power to make it happen.


To bring these rules to life, I will share stories that are honest, self-revelatory, and humorous from my more than twenty years of turning businesses around. From one of the youngest magazine publishers to Sundance finalist film producer, I’m honored to share my keys for flipping with you. This book will be an invaluable guide for understanding how to become more effective in business and in life.


In the end, though, the real work is up to you. I will share stories, lessons learned, and tools to empower you, but in the end, as the last chapter says, it’s up to you. These tools can and will work; flipping is achievable for everyone. It’s a lesson that I’m fortunate to have discovered early in life. Let me tell you how it all started.




INTRODUCTION


When I first had the idea to write this book, I wondered, “Should I really be giving others advice, business or otherwise? I usually have more questions than answers.” I also thought about the fact that all the so-called experts I’d known over the years had always seemed so smug and self-assured, so confident that their methods could fix whatever ailed anyone either in business or in life. Suffice it to say, I had my doubts about what I could contribute to the literature and the cacophony of voices that regularly chime in on the subject of how to succeed.


Let me begin by saying that I don’t have all the answers—and I probably wouldn’t believe anyone who says he or she does. No one can fix any problem in your life but you. Your success in doing that will be determined by how hard you are willing to look at yourself and your ability to deconstruct the patterns of behavior that you’ve established over a lifetime. In this endeavor, as someone who has climbed the corporate ladder from the bottom and fought rung by rung to make it to the top, I can be of help.


I can offer something simple yet effective: a philosophy and some easy rules that I have found to work for me as well as for my peers, colleagues, and friends. The premise of this book is rooted in a belief that you have to do the unexpected, that by taking a situation in which you feel you do not have control or options and establishing control—that is, by “flipping the script”—you can create options and make positive changes in both your professional and personal life.



WHAT IT MEANS TO FLIP THE SCRIPT



We all view ourselves as the star of our own movie, but too often we allow ourselves to think that the script and all of the action has already been written for us. We may feel that there is no way to turn a challenging business situation around, or we may be uncertain about how to improve our personal circumstances. Flipping the script is about truly seeing your real self, stripping away rationalizations and closely examining your limiting tendencies and bad habits, getting a sense of all your options, and then making choices freely. Flipping is liberating; in so doing, you write your own script. This allows you to be your best despite challenging circumstances, and it enables you to write new and exciting chapters in business and in life. Finally, flipping gives you the freedom to be nimble and to control the ending of your story.


ARE YOU READY FOR YOUR CLOSE-UP?


The first step you need to take in order to flip your scripts is to understand your true self. Psychologists say that an ever-increasing number of businesspeople today hold opinions of themselves that don’t match how the world, their employers, their families, or their friends see them. As the British philosopher Bertrand Russell put it, “The trouble with the world is that the stupid are cocksure and the intelligent are full of doubt.” So let me ask you, are you cocksure and foolish, or do you know the right answer but doubt your abilities? Either way, all of us have this kind of blindness to a certain degree, but take a close look at your life—are the blind spots keeping you from moving forward, getting a promotion, finding love in your life, or having better relationships with your coworkers, family, and friends? When you can’t see yourself or your life clearly, how can you make accurate and thoughtful choices that will propel you forward?


A lack of self-awareness can be hysterically funny in fictional settings. This is often the main conceit in much of today’s television programming. Steve Carell’s character Michael Scott on The Office is an epic example of this; it’s funny to watch him blindly offend his office mates. But is it as funny if you’re the person feeling offended or are the one offending others? Similar examples of nonexistent self-awareness abound in pop culture; there’s no better evidence of delusional behavior than the stars of reality shows. They seem to have little to no realization of how they are perceived by viewers. How else could anyone explain their outlandish, clueless, and self-destructive behavior? Though this makes for great television, it’s not such a great way to behave in real life.


In real life this lack of awareness isn’t funny or entertaining, and, more important, it can keep you from advancing in your career and from improving your personal relationships. Such blind spots are universal. The good news is that through understanding how to flip the script we can begin to see our true selves and minimize the negative impact of those blind spots. I like to think of the process of flipping as teaching yourself to hear your own voice. What I mean by that is that many times we have so much internal dialogue in our heads. Years of fear, psychological baggage, and insecurity fog our judgment so that we don’t see our behavior or hear our “voice” with the clarity that others around us do. I hope that through the process of learning to flip you will begin to hear your own voice and see your own actions in your consciousness, in much the same way a video recorder would capture them. To illustrate my point, think about the fact that most people, when they’re recorded and hear their voice or see their image on video, always seem to say similar things, such as “Do I really sound like that?” or “Did I really do that?” The answer is yes, you did, and not seeing yourself as others see you can cause blind spots that hold you back.


So what does it mean to flip? Flipping is about turning your expectations upside down. I can tell you that it’s not about taking the expected route. Flipping is about being self-confident and strong, not allowing circumstances to manage you but rather finding the best way to manage any circumstance. Flipping means that you first have to face your fears, because what you fear controls you. Once you are no longer in the grip of fear, you’ll be free to create innovative new patterns of behavior. Finally, flipping is about being flexible and open-minded, because anything can be flipped: an angry boss, a hostile negotiation, or a relationship headed in the wrong direction. We’ll go through those scenarios later on in the book, and I’ll show you the ways in which I and others have successfully flipped the script.


With that in mind, let me share with you the story of my first flip.


FLIPPING AT FOURTEEN


I really started to understand the power of flipping as a fourteen-year-old eighth grader. I was born the fifth of six children and raised in a lower-middle-income hamlet on Long Island. Despite, or possibly because of, the many distractions at home, I became a decent student. Achieving academically in elementary school had an added bonus in that it distinguished me from my older brothers and sisters. Seeing my aptitude for school, my mother wanted to nurture my academic inclinations, and although she was satisfied with the local elementary school, she feared that the local high school was too large and undisciplined a place for me. She was probably right to be concerned. The local high school, Longwood, was a product of one of the many educational misfires of the 1970s.


Longwood was like communism: a good idea that just didn’t work in reality. Longwood was a spectacular building designed as a circular structure. It had no traditional classrooms or walls but instead featured open-air spaces with only midheight dividers to separate the classes. With no real walls to block out sound, students could hear every other class around them. Talk about distractions.


My mother worried that if I enrolled at Longwood, I would follow in the footsteps of several of my older siblings, who had attended the school with varying degrees of success. Though my eldest brother had done well, going to college and eventually law school, my other older siblings struggled.


In an effort to help me avoid the same fate, my mother planned to send me to a parochial high school in the hope that the strict rules and discipline would keep me focused. (She didn’t know the essential irony of parochial school, which quickly became clear to me: Catholic school kids are the wildest.) After applying to several schools, we settled on St. John the Baptist. Located in West Islip, New York, St. John’s was about an hour away from where we lived at the time. West Islip is an affluent beach community, so St. John’s had been dubbed “Where the snobs meet the slobs.” I was quick to learn that I was the latter.


As with most things in my family growing up, the plan was grand but only half baked. We thought nothing of applying to schools, going on interviews, and accepting enrollment—all without ever figuring out how we would pay the $1,500 yearly tuition. In addition, the school was more than an hour away, and my father took the one car my family had to work every day. So basically, I was accepted at a school for which we had no money for me to attend and no way to get me there and back. I was presented with the perfect opportunity to enact my very first flip.


FIGURING IT OUT


As the excitement of acceptance wore off, I asked my mother, “Can you afford this? And, by the way, how will I get there and back every day?” The impact of her response was nothing short of monumental; it shaped every aspect of my life then—and now. She said, “Well, I guess you are just going to have to figure it out.” Me? What was I supposed to do? I was fourteen! The idea that I should figure it out was a very empowering, though completely frightening, concept for a fourteen-year-old. “Figuring it out” meant “I don’t have the answer today, but let’s proceed as if we do.” Another way to think about this concept is what I call positive projecting, the belief that things will work out in your favor, even though you can’t see exactly how at the current time.


To put the money together for the tuition, I decided I’d have to take several summer jobs, mowing lawns and doing odd jobs to help my parents pay the $1,500. It was the first time I realized that if you wanted something and were forced to take action, you could get it.


I often wonder what my life would be like today if my mom had said, “You’re right, this is an impossible situation; let’s just forget it.” Would I have learned to settle for the easiest path? I fear the answer would have been yes. You see, figuring things out, like good posture, is a learned behavior. It’s not something you’re born with but something you learn. It’s a practiced behavior, one that you get better at with time and focused effort. And if you didn’t learn it as a child, now is as good a time as any to try. I took my mother’s question as a call to action; I was the only person who could realize my goal, and to do that, I needed to get started, and I needed to have faith in myself. Years later I can look back and understand fully how believing in your own potential works. My high school experience was successful and profound for me. It opened new doors and shaped my belief that anything could be flipped. Throughout this book, I will show you, through telling examples and easy-to-follow rules and techniques, how to acquire that ability to flip any situation. But before we begin to work on technique, I’d like to outline more explicitly the principles and benefits of flipping.


THE BENEFITS OF FLIPPING


I can’t tell you the number of people I come across on a daily basis in both my professional and personal life who view the world very pessimistically. They can tell you all the things that can go wrong and all the reasons why something won’t work before you even get started. They like to think of themselves as practical and smart, but what they have done is build a future of failure. And when things go wrong, as they invariably do, they’re never disappointed. The thing they don’t consider is what I call the first rule of flipping.


Rule 1: Understand that positive variables are all around.


Understanding that you will never have all the variables under your control means you have to make room for the unplanned good as well as unplanned bad. Making room for the unplanned good is expecting uncertainty to turn out with an equal amount of favorability. Let me explain. Typically, when making decisions, people consider and weigh all the things that could go wrong, given a certain set of circumstances. For example, they think the boss will never go for their crazy idea. They can’t see the unintended good that may arise from sticking their necks out. Maybe the boss will be impressed by out-of-the-box thinking. Often, we don’t have trouble seeing the negative variables and potential loss. Unfortunately, we don’t give equal weight to the good and positive. We have been trained by family and society to discount whatever potential good an idea may have if it isn’t clearly visible on the surface and its benefit can’t immediately be seen. It takes practice to train yourself to consider all the things you cannot see that could go right or better than expected. To start to flip, you need to work on making mental room to account for positive variables that cannot be seen at a given time.


For example, let’s go back to my high school experience and take one of the primary obstacles. I had no way to get to and from a school that was more than an hour away from where I lived. My mother did not drive, and my father took the family’s only car to work each day—an impossible problem, right? But due to unforeseen good variables, the situation worked out. In fact, that year the town passed a new ordinance allowing students who traveled to private schools to receive free busing. And when the town voted down the provision the following year and all free busing for private school students ceased, more unplanned good allowed me to get to and from school: I had made several friends at school who lived in my area. Since we played sports and had the same irregular travel hours, my friends’ parents offered and provided a ride to and from school for me that second year. By my junior year, I had passed my driving test and saved enough money to buy a beat-up old car, so I was able to drive myself.


I would never have been able to account for all these positive variables when making my original decision to attend St. John’s. I couldn’t see at the time that the town would provide busing or that I would make certain teams or friends. Figuring things out demands that you consider unforeseen good variables. You may be wondering how one can consider all the unforeseen good variables when, in fact, they are unforeseen. The answer is simple: faith. You have to have faith—a belief in yourself that you will, as my mother said, be “able to figure it out.”


The same is true in business. Circumstances and variables change on a daily basis; there are new opportunities arising every minute. You can’t move ahead by simply avoiding risk. You have to plan to add some calculated risk to flip your script. Adding calculated risk means that you develop an attitude that allows you to make room for unforeseen positive variables. I’ve seen it over and over: business executives spend thousands of hours discussing negative risk variables, options, and liabilities, but rarely do they spend time thinking about how business ventures may turn out better than expected. At some point you have to realize that you can manage only so much. You must develop faith in yourself that you are doing everything you can to move your business forward and that managed uncertainty will work out in your favor, just as much as it could end unfavorably. Once you develop faith in yourself, things have an incredible way of working out in your favor. Maybe you’re thinking that all of this sounds good, but how does one learn to “develop faith”? This leads us to the second rule of flipping.


Rule 2: You need to find faith.


You find faith by letting go of your irrational fears and adding a good variable for every fear, thus giving equal weight to the unforeseen good variables. First, let me say that some fears are good. Rational fears are based on an objective understanding of reality and are normal. I was watching television recently and saw the story of a German woman who clearly could have benefited from some healthy fear. She’d decided to climb over the fence of a polar bear’s habitat in her local zoo—during feeding time, no less. It may come as no surprise that she was attacked and bitten by the bear. Thankfully, the brave trainers who worked at the zoo saved her, and she emerged relatively unharmed. Clearly, that woman could have used some rational fear.


Faith will not be able to help you when it comes to rational fears. Many rational fears are actually good and evolutionarily necessary. It is irrational fears that dampen our faith and cause us harm. Irrational fears are not grounded in reality, and an irrational fear ends up being something that can control you. We are full of irrational fears that keep us from having faith. In business irrational fears encompass everything from fear of rejection, fear of authority, and fear of criticism to fear of failure and even fear of success. Such fears keep us from being able to “just figure things out” and making the flip that can propel us in a good direction. Let me tell you a story to illustrate this point.


A good friend of mine, Tom, is one of the most talented sports agents in his business. Hard charging, funny, and smart, Tom has a natural touch with his clients and is on the fast track toward senior management. Unfortunately, Tom suffers from one of the business world’s most common irrational fears, a fear of public speaking. On the surface, when you see Tom, this makes no sense. Why would he be afraid to talk in front of a crowd? He’s confident, articulate, and successful. But he is deathly afraid of standing alone in front of a crowd and speaking. The interesting thing is that he has no problem contributing as part of a panel or group. It’s only speaking solo that causes him to panic. No matter how many times he successfully speaks on a panel, no matter how many times he receives compliments and assurances on his performance, he still remains terrified to speak alone in public. It’s an irrational fear that is impacting his business goals, and he’ll never be able to find faith and reach his potential unless he can get over it.


Like Tom’s, many of our irrational fears are rooted in our upbringing. In his case, success has only fueled his fear because the more successful he has become, the more internal pressure and expectation he has put on himself to always be “on” and to be “perfect.” He wants to prove himself worthy of others’ admiration. Things really came to a head when Tom received a promotion. That was the good news. The less-than-good news was that senior management wanted him to present at the semiannual corporate meeting. No longer could Tom hide onstage behind a group panel. He was going to have to speak to a group of his peers alone, and he was terrified. He had lost faith. When he thought about his speech, he feared he would lose it all, fall off the pedestal, and everyone would see that he was not perfect, or even as good as they had thought.


We all can feel like Tom sometimes, not wanting to let people down in their expectations of us. But it’s those irrational fears that keep us from having faith and being able to “just figure things out.” They keep us from making flips and propelling ourselves forward.


Tom called and asked if I would help him prepare for his meeting. I said I would, and we agreed to meet at a local high school auditorium. As expected, with only me sitting in the audience, Tom had no trouble with his presentation. He was funny and on point. I then asked several of our friends, their kids, and their families to come and watch. I also asked my son Hugh’s lacrosse team, which had just finished practice, to come and watch. Now, with a semipacked room, it became a different story. Tom’s confidence began to slip.


His irrational fear was taking over. He began to feel that everyone was judging him and he wouldn’t be able to measure up. He started to sweat and stumble over his words. He needed to get control of the irrational fear. Sometimes it helps to visualize when solving internal issues. In this regard I imagine a balance scale: on one side you have your irrational fears; to gain balance and control, you need to add positive variables to balance out each negative.


To balance his scale, one that was tilting heavily in favor of fear, I gave Tom a positive variable for every negative fear. Tom had three primary negative fears: (1) that people were judging him, (2) that he needed to be perfect, (3) that he would freeze and get stuck. Here’s a list of the balancing variables:


1. Negative fear: Everyone is judging me.
Positive variable: People are self-interested.


People think that when they’re speaking in public, the audience is hanging on every word they say. That is just not the case. People are egocentric. Most people are actually thinking primarily about themselves. It’s human nature. What most of the audience is probably thinking about is what they have to do later that day, or else they’re checking their BlackBerrys and looking for new emails, wondering what they’re going to eat for dinner, or playing back in their minds the fight they had with their partner last night. So, I asked Tom, if you slip up, who cares? Most people won’t even remember it. You have to have faith that everyone is really primarily concerned about themselves and their own lives. It can free you from feeling that all their attention is on you.


 


2. Negative fear: I need to be perfect.
Positive variable: Nothing’s perfect; accept it!


I also advised Tom, whenever he gets nervous, to remember the line “New York would be an incredible place if they just finished building it.” Meaning that it’s never going to be complete and perfect. Construction will never be completed in New York; the city is a constant work in progress. And so are all of us. We have to develop faith that others will value us as we are. People still love New York with all its noise and mistakes, and you have to have faith in yourself that others will love you and appreciate you even if you make a mistake now and again.


 


3. Negative fear: I am afraid I will freeze and get stuck.
Positive variable: You can memorize your speech.


The last piece of advice was purely technical for Tom: when you are nervous about speaking in public, always look toward the back wall; it can’t make facial expressions to distract you. I told him that until he was more confident speaking, he shouldn’t try to make direct eye contact. I also advised him to memorize the beginning of the speech. It is usually the beginning of anything that is most difficult; if you memorize it and know it cold, you will feel much more comfortable.


 


The advice helped, and Tom seemed more relaxed on stage. Providing him with concrete positive variables to offset every irrational fear gave him a sense of control over the fears. He counteracted the irrational fear that his speech had to be perfect and Oscar-worthy with the good variable that no one is really so focused on everything a speaker says. He counteracted the fear that all the years of his hard work and success would be in doubt if he made a mistake with the good variable that even if everything went wrong, he was a valuable player in the organization and would still be respected. With those ideas at the front of his mind, he delivered his presentation a week later, to great success.


[image: logo] 
Flip Tip: When overcoming irrational fear, balance the scale by adding a positive variable for every negative fear.


 


Fear is also often a dominating force outside our business lives. Flipping is a great tool that can also be used to take control of fear that afflicts our personal lives. About a year ago, a friend revealed to me that he had been struggling with a secret addiction for years. He had hurt his back some years before, and to alleviate the pain his doctor had prescribed painkillers. Months passed and his back had healed, but he found himself dependent on the drugs to get through his workday. Since his doctor would not write him new prescriptions, my friend was covertly ordering drugs over the Internet. He had managed to conceal his addiction from even his closest friends. Yet as time passed, he started to find that his ability to manage and control his addiction began to slip. He was losing control. He now found himself caught in a tough spot; fear had him firmly in its grip. He was afraid to ask anyone for help; he irrationally felt that even close friends wouldn’t understand. He feared that he would be judged harshly for being irresponsible. He feared that his situation was unique to him. He became embarrassed to ask others for help. He lost sleep at night wondering “What if people at work find out?” and “What if my family and friends knew?” Those fears kept him from figuring out ways to resolve his addiction. They were added to an already stressful existence, and ultimately they hurt his ability to experience life to its fullest. He was fear’s prisoner, because fear kept him—and keeps us all—from seeing potential positive variables, or from taking necessary action.


One day it became apparent to me that something was desperately wrong with my friend. When I confronted him, he spilled everything: he told me all about his addiction. I was pleased that he had confided in me, and I felt a responsibility to help him release the fear that had taken hold and to help him find faith in himself by seeing the positive variables. But I knew that my telling him not to be afraid probably wasn’t going to do much good. Irrational fears don’t often respond to good advice. They need to be shown the door. I provided him with the number of a good drug-counseling center—I figured treatment should be left to the professionals—but there were other ways I could help.


A couple of days later, I asked him if he would accompany me on an excursion. We were going to go rock climbing. I’d found a local indoor rock wall and booked a private lesson for the both of us. Neither of us had ever attempted to scale a four-story wall dressed in nothing but a pair of shorts and armed only with what appeared to me to be a thin rope secured to a flimsy harness. When we arrived, we met our instructor, a twenty-something named Abby. She walked us through the fundamentals, which basically included someone climbing and someone she called the “belier,” who held the rope in case the person scaling the wall fell.


Abby went on to explain that the trick of a successful climb is reaching up and out for the next hold before you pull yourself up. Once you grab hold of the grip, you need to push your legs upward; however, when doing so, your view is limited. The real issue is the fact that when you reach out you have to commit yourself to that line before you really know if the grip is going to be able to hold you. As you climb higher and the ground below starts looking distant, fear sets in. And when fear sets in, you freeze. You start thinking about all the risks and all the things that can go wrong. You doubt your strength and the ability to hold your weight. When that happens, you’re stuck; you’re unable to climb higher and unable to get down without falling.


In rock climbing, as in life, there is only one way to go—and that’s up. No one runs backward. Our day and the lesson were perfect metaphors for my friend’s situation and for many of us stuck in our business and personal lives—a physical manifestation of what he was struggling with internally. To be a successful rock climber and a successful person takes faith. We have to train our rational and irrational minds to work through the fear and learn to take leaps of faith . . . faith that the next hold will propel you upward . . . faith that the person holding the rope will catch you if you fall. Without faith, we’d all be stuck somewhere on the side of our individual mountain, afraid to move forward and unable to get back.


The literal and figurative benefits of the rock-climbing exercise were not lost on my friend. Although I would never want to take even a fraction of the credit for the incredible amount of work my friend has done in turning his life around, he has told me that our day together helped him begin to trust in himself; it was the beginning of, in his words, “a new confidence.” It was the perfect choice of words—the root of the word “confidence” comes from the Latin meaning “with faith.”


To begin the process of flipping, we first have to be able to recognize that things can and may go better than expected and that if we have faith and can control our fears, we are on the right path. This brings us to the third rule: you have to name your flip.


Rule 3: You have to name your flip.


Sounds easy, right? But is it?


Understanding exactly what it is that we want from our business and our personal lives is often tougher than it seems. It takes honest reflection and soul-searching to figure out what will ultimately give us the most meaning and satisfaction.


At work this is sometimes hard to do, as we are conditioned by the pressure to satisfy external demands rather than internal ones. We push ourselves and our organizations to produce bottom-line results immediately. There can be such a desire to draw within the lines that we convince ourselves that we know exactly what we want. But do we? I am reminded of a breakfast I had with one of my most successful sales managers. A bright, rising star, Ellen had taken the initiative to arrange a breakfast meeting with me to discuss her future. That was not unusual, and I was happy to talk to a valued employee about establishing future career goals.


When Ellen arrived, it was clear that she had rehearsed. During the course of the breakfast she confidently informed me that she was ready and wanted to be groomed for a more senior regional manager role. I quietly listened. She went on to explain all the reasons why she deserved the promotion, including how talented she was and how hard she worked. After she finished, I considered what I knew about her and all that she had just said. She certainly was a major talent, and we would be lucky to have her play a bigger role within the company. But that wasn’t my concern. I asked her one question: “Why do you want to be a regional manager?” She looked surprised and said that she had just given me fifteen minutes of reasoning. I listened and replied, “No, don’t tell me why you deserve to be a regional manager, because you certainly do; tell me why you want that job.”
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