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PRAISE FOR FAST FORWARD


“Fast Forward is more than a business book. It’s a book on friendship, human connection, and personal growth—in other words, what we need in today’s society.”


—Scott Galloway, Professor of Marketing, NYU Stern School of Business, and author of Adrift


“I am thrilled that you are about to get the most useful and practical step-by-step guide to having an extraordinary life. I personally use the techniques in this book and they have been life changing. As a leader, I have also seen the difference these principles make in workplace culture and in the lives of thousands of people from my time at Facebook. This book will help you, challenge you, and guide you. It is a true gift.”


—Carolyn Everson, Senior Advisor, Permira; Board Director of The Walt Disney Company, The Coca-Cola Company, and Under Armour; and former Head of Meta’s Global Business Group


“I have personally benefited greatly from Fast Forward’s approach and shared it with many colleagues and friends. Their approach is not only inspiring, it’s a practical, actionable road map for how to be a better leader and a better human.”


—Kristin Lemkau, CEO of US Wealth Management, JPMorgan Chase


“Fast Forward coaching is a key to the success of our top performers. Lisa and Wendy bring their transformative approach to life on the pages of Fast Forward. You will walk away with so many insights for your own life!”


—Blake Chandlee, President of Global Business Solutions, Bytedance/TikTok


“Wow! The magic for the reader is the possibility of getting new perspectives and distinctions that will shift the trajectory of your life, combined with the creation of a plan that will get you moving towards your bold and beautiful goal. Wendy and Lisa’s approach, hard earned and honed through working with thousands of clients, can help you radically improve the quality of your life!”


—Scott Blanchard, President, The Ken Blanchard Companies


“Insightful, unique, and actionable. Fast Forward offers a proven approach that executives have been learning from Wendy and Lisa for years. Their real-world experience, passion for supporting people’s whole lives, and ability to accelerate teams towards audacious goals shines through in their work and in their impact.”


—Tara Walpert Levy, VP of Americas, YouTube


“This is a must-read for professionals at all levels. I brought Fast Forward’s Power Principles to my team and my podcast. Now you can put their approach into action for your career and life.”


—Rebecca Jarvis, financial journalist, ABC News


“Fast Forward is packed with inspiration and practical guidance to help you grow your confidence, find your voice and live your best life. Wendy and Lisa did that for me, which inspired me to write my own book. I am thrilled their game-changing approach is now available to anyone!”


—Mita Mallick, Head of Inclusion, Equity, and Impact, Carta; contributing writer, Harvard Business Review
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Chapter 1


MAKE THIS YOUR YEAR


When we met Avery for the first time, the word that came to mind was “frazzled.” We would expect somebody in a leadership position at a large company like hers to seem busy or even overwhelmed, but she looked exhausted. Her company had hired us to work with their leaders, through our programs and coaching, and Wendy chose to be Avery’s coach. Avery’s colleagues had organized meetings with their coaches right away, but it took almost two months for Avery to get started with us.


As they talked, Wendy began to understand why. She asked her usual first questions: Where are you proud and satisfied? Where are you not? What’s getting in the way of your happiness, peace, and success?


Out poured the realities of Avery’s daily life. She had a ten-month-old daughter, Lily. She lived in the suburbs of Los Angeles, and her job required her to commute almost an hour each way in infuriating traffic. Traveling around the city with the baby, taking turns with her husband to get her to daycare and doctor visits, was a grind. Making things even harder, Avery had to travel at least twice a month for work, which left her feeling exhausted and guilty about not being home.


Avery and her husband had met doing a play together when they were seniors in college, and their love of theater was a big part of their life together. Before becoming parents, they saw a play almost every week with their friends. Since Lily was born, they’d only been to one play—on a rare weekend when Avery’s parents were in town.


At work, the situation wasn’t much better. Avery felt discouraged by the state of her team, by how hard it was to make things happen with her peers, and by the lack of time she had to accomplish important goals. Being a good leader and having a positive impact on people mattered to Avery—deeply—which is why she responded the way she did when Wendy shared some opportunities for growth based on interviews with Avery’s team: She lost it. “I’m so frustrated! I’m working so hard, I’m trying so hard, and I still feel like I’m failing as a leader, a mother, a wife.”


Avery was so deep in the fog of busyness, she couldn’t see beyond the ground right in front of her, the next thing she had to do, the next work crisis she had to manage, the next demand on her time and energy. She felt stuck, resigned to how things were, and not hopeful about achieving her most important ambitions. She couldn’t see a path to creating the life she wanted.


Your situation may be nothing like Avery’s, but you might feel the same. Too many of us do.


Every year, we at Fast Forward Group work with thousands of people who believe that they have to put important goals and people “on hold” until some mythical point in the future when they have more time or their circumstances align just so. They believe that their days and their lives are not within their control—because they spend them reacting to people and situations outside of their control. They think, “If I keep making sacrifices and keep pushing forward, eventually I’ll arrive in a better place where life is easier and more fulfilling.” Not likely.


Next year is not going to be any better—unless you choose to make it better. In this book, we’re going to show you how.


The five Power Principles we’ll share here represent a simple, actionable, fast approach to creating the life you want in just one year. They do this by fundamentally shifting how you relate to your power in the present and what you see as possible in the future. They have been refined through over a decade of work with people and companies around the globe. Backed by neuroscience, they help bridge the gap between knowing and doing—between knowing things could be better (or wanting things to be better) and doing the things that create success and happiness in your life.


We can’t tell you precisely how to be happy. We don’t know what you want or what obstacles you’ll have to overcome to get there. But we can give you a system for fueling your own happiness that has worked for more than a hundred thousand people and that has been used by leading companies to support their employees’ success. Following this system can put you in the driver’s seat of your own life, allowing you to feel purposeful and intentional in your choices, rather than reactive or out of control. It’s how you can make this year, and every year, your year.


Which is exactly what Avery discovered.
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That’s what the Power Principles offer: a smoother, faster path to a more fulfilling future of your choosing.
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SHIFTING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH POWER


Power doesn’t always have positive connotations in our world. Phrases like “abuse of power,” “power corrupts,” and “power trip” send the message that using our power is a straight path to becoming dictators. At the same time, most of us want to feel more empowered. Indeed, recent research suggests that our desire for power is not about control of other people; it’s about control of ourselves and our lives, our biological, human desire for autonomy.1


Our need for autonomy influences how we feel about our lives. For instance, a survey by the Cato Institute found that 68 percent of people who “strongly believe they have personal agency,” or feel in charge of the direction their life takes, also feel their lives have meaning and purpose.2 Award-winning science journalist David Robson recently wrote, “Whatever their background, people who perceive that they have power to determine their own fate—from tiny short-term decisions to important life events—tend to be happier, healthier and more productive.”3 They also experience less stress when they feel they have some control of the outcome of a situation. Take that feeling away and replace it with a sense of helplessness or an inability to change their circumstances and even “small stresses may become exaggerated.”


Isn’t that how Avery was feeling? Helpless to change her circumstances?


And yet, she really wasn’t. It brings to mind a quote from the influential novelist and human rights activist Alice Walker: “The most common way people give up their power is by thinking they don’t have any.” When we make that mistake, our focus shifts to all the things in life we can’t control. Our frustration and pessimism climb, and our ability to make progress toward the things we want takes a hit.


When Wendy met with Avery, she noticed that when Avery complained about the circumstances of her life—the travel, the workload, her commute, her too-small apartment—she truly believed these things were outside her control. She was convinced that this was “just the way it is.” Avery had recently participated in our Fast Forward program, so she had an idea of what she wanted in her career and personal life, what motivated and inspired her, and what was important. But to create the life she wanted, she still needed to acknowledge the power she had to make them a reality, regardless of her circumstances.


To help, Wendy kept asking her one simple question: What could you do about it? At first, Avery’s focus was on small, incremental actions. “I could talk to my boss about reducing my travel a bit.” “I could find a trusted babysitter.” “I could block Saturdays for family time.” These simple starting steps created small differences that began to accumulate. More fundamentally, they shifted what Avery believed about her power to shape a different future.


One day, she showed up and said, “There’s a job opening in Chicago.” As she told Wendy about it, she moved back and forth between all the reasons it would help her achieve what she knew she wanted and all the reasons she might fail or it might not work out. It meant reporting to somebody she didn’t know. Would this person support her? Would their visions of how to lead align? She was also making real headway with her team, and she would have to start over, building new relationships. And man, those Chicago winters!


On the other side, she knew the team needed a leader like her, somebody who would advocate for them. The role presented a lot of opportunities for growth. And she wouldn’t have to travel much. Living in Chicago also meant being closer to family (more babysitters!), living in a city known for incredible theater, and a much easier commute.


“You know, I wouldn’t even be considering this if I hadn’t already taken the steps I have—if I didn’t have the clarity and feeling of control that I do now,” she told Wendy.


Avery decided to take the job, and she absolutely crushed it. The move was a great choice for her family and her marriage. Year by year, she has continued to shape her life to be what she wants it to be. We heard that she had a new baby recently, and we wondered if having an infant to care for again would send her back into the fog of busyness and overwhelm—but it didn’t. She now knows how to be intentional with her time and focus. She knows how to chart a course for the year that serves as a north star. She knows how to overcome mental hurdles to making what she wants a priority. She feels confident in her choices. Has her life been all sunshine and rainbows? Of course not. For all of us, the train sometimes goes off the tracks, but Avery has the clarity and tools to get it back on track.


None of Avery’s successes would have happened if she hadn’t developed the belief that she could make them happen—that even if there was no obvious path to that future life, she had the power to create it. Any of us can build that same sense of agency and ownership in our lives.


GET CLEAR, BE BOLD, TAKE ACTION


Lisa: In 2012, I walked out of my weekly leadership meeting exasperated. Reorg number twelve had been announced, and this one was the last straw. My manager, who I admired and respected, was being replaced. It was time to go. I handed in my notice . . . and found myself at a crossroads.


The safe path would have been to find another sales leadership role in the same industry. I was good at it, and it would be a comfortable move. My success on that path was predictable, but nothing about it got me excited. It didn’t help me focus on my biggest passion and what I’ve been told is my superpower: inspiring people to believe in themselves and see new possibilities for their future.


For years I had said, “For my chapter two, I’m going to launch a company that helps people be successful and fulfilled professionally and personally.” I had watched people play it safe at work, live in a state of overwhelm and stress, and put their personal lives on hold for professional success—waiting to take care of their health and well-being, spend time with people they cared about, or make time for things they loved or that were important. In all my years as a people developer, I hadn’t found a program that helped people overcome that challenge. I had experienced it myself, and I knew there was a way through.


While my vision inspired me, I saw it as work I would do “someday”—when I was older, when we weren’t saving for both college and retirement, when I didn’t have three kids under twelve. When I considered taking the leap sooner rather than later, I felt so much fear. I had always worked in large companies. I didn’t know how to start a business. Our financial life and my professional reputation felt at risk. It felt like jumping off a cliff. I was waking up at 5 AM feeling nauseated.


I did what I usually do when I feel stuck. I called my best friend, Wendy, who I’d met at sleepaway camp when we were ten, to talk it through. Wendy was an in-demand executive coach who had spent years as a senior leader in global companies. Like me, she understood firsthand the challenges people face in making their careers and their personal lives everything they want them to be, especially people in high-pressure roles or in fast-paced environments. As we talked, she shared that she was at a crossroads, too. When she had launched her coaching business, she had carefully crafted her life so that she could do everything she wanted. After doing the same work for eleven years, she felt she had more to offer. She wanted to have more impact, to play bigger, and to realize her full career potential.


By the end of our call, we believed that now was our moment, despite the risk, the possibility of failure, and the many unknowns. Someday was today.


We had clarity about what we wanted and the need for what we could offer, and that made being bold and taking action easier. That was ten years ago, and we have relied on that same process of finding clarity, being bold, and taking action to build and grow our company, The Fast Forward Group. Now we help thousands of people achieve success and happiness year after year.


We respect so many of the books designed to help us all be more effective, productive, healthier, and happier, but most don’t help readers answer “What?” and “Why?” What do you want your life to look like? Why make the effort to go for something different? The answer might seem obvious, but for many of us, it isn’t. Like Avery, we can be so immersed in our present circumstances and in the stories we tell about them, we can’t lift our heads and gain perspective. We may think we know what we want and believe we’re working toward it, but often we’re working toward goals we “should” want or that other people want for us. Or we’re focused on the things we’re lacking rather than what would bring us joy and fulfillment.


When we discover an idea or a goal that’s exciting, we tend to hold back from going for it, as Lisa was tempted to do. We believe the risks are too great. We see hurdles that aren’t actually there and, like Avery, we don’t have a strong belief in our ability to make change happen—so we don’t take action.


When you have clarity—about what you want and about what’s actually keeping you from it—it’s easier to be bold and focus on specific, strategic actions that create momentum. You’ll need clarity, a willingness to be bold, and the motivation to take action to leverage your power to create the life you want. With each Power Principle, we’ll help you achieve all three.


HOW TO GET THE MOST OUT OF THIS BOOK—AND YOUR LIFE


We want to get a simple truth out of the way before we go any further. Creating meaningful change in your life often means getting uncomfortable. It means being an active participant. It means taking 100 percent responsibility for the things you can control—your behaviors, your perspective, your time, and how you react to and influence others. It means growth in your mindset and in your capabilities, and growth is usually uncomfortable.


Consequently, this is not a passive, big-think, rah-rah book. We’ll be sharing important ideas and research, but we’ll also be sharing exercises in every chapter. These are the same exercises we’ve used with over a hundred thousand people around the world. We know they are the fast-track to creating the life you want because we’ve seen it happen again and again. Even people who’ve been through other personal or leadership development programs have said that the Fast Forward program transformed their life— because it helped them understand the power they always had to do so.


If you’re reading the ebook or listening to the audiobook, consider going to our website, https://fastforwardgroup.net/book, and downloading the accompanying workbook from the book page. It contains all of the exercises. We think it’s most effective to do the exercises as you go, but we know that’s not always possible. You might make your way through parts of the book, or even the whole thing, and then go back and work on the exercises later.


It’s important to write your answers down because the act of writing shifts how we think about the ideas, stories, and feelings we’ve written. It creates more clarity. Sometimes, we’re going to ask you to share your answers with people in your life. Again, this is important. Saying things out loud also changes how we think about them. What’s most important is to be vulnerable, be honest, and work through the discomfort, because the key to success and happiness is getting comfortable with being uncomfortable.


That’s what we’ll help you do with each Power Principle.


With Power Principle 1, we’ll help you connect with what you want most, think big, and declare a bold vision for one year from today. Creating a bold vision informed but not limited by your past or present can be tricky. Your brain will create obstacles. We’ll help you overcome them by defining what success looks like for you—what you want to achieve, how you want to live, and how you want to show up for the people in your life. You’ll tackle the limiting beliefs that have kept you from going for what you want. You’ll connect with your childlike sense of possibility. And you’ll discover how to enroll people in your vision, especially people who can offer support and accountability.


Through Power Principle 2, you’ll learn how to identify the disempowering stories your brain creates—about others, about circumstances, and about yourself—and choose a more positive perspective that allows the future to be different than the past. It begins by differentiating between fact and perspective and recognizing the cost of believing the negative stories. We’ll share our proven approach to choosing more empowering perspectives and putting them into action. This shift fuels your ability to overcome long-standing mental hurdles and move past the thinking that eats away at your confidence.


Power Principle 3 will help you discover how to become more than just a busy person with a to-do list. Instead of feeling like there is never enough time for the things you want, you’ll discover how to have exactly enough and start taking ground immediately. The first step is acknowledging where in your life you’re being reactive—unconsciously eating away at your own time, energy, and focus—rather than intentional. With that clarity, you can reverse engineer your bold vision into a 90-day action plan that helps you make progress with manageable actions and habits. We finish this section with simple, confidence-building strategies for saying no to things that pull you off track.


In Power Principle 4, we’ll shift our focus to communication, which is key to accomplishing your bold vision. By becoming a more confident communicator, you’ll be able to grow your influence and impact, encourage action to get more done, and enlist support for projects and ideas that are important to you. First, we’ll help you discover how often you communicate like an observer “in the stands” rather than a participant “on the field,” using action-centered language to aid progress. Then, we’ll show you how to set a desired outcome and plan important conversations so that you’re taking ground, one conversation and meeting at a time.


With Power Principle 5, we’ll help you develop your curiosity muscle and expand what’s possible in your life through the power of conscious listening. We’ll begin by helping you understand what gets in the way of effective listening and what poor listening habits cost you in your relationships, knowledge, and impact. Then you can unleash your conscious listening to ignite collaboration and innovative thinking. We’ll give you habits and strategies to be more present with people you care about, to deepen your relationships, and to help people solve their own problems—freeing you up to focus on your most important priorities.


Throughout the book, we’ll share stories of people from all kinds of backgrounds and in all kinds of life situations who struggled to create the life they wanted. They often felt stuck, trapped, unfulfilled, or overwhelmed. These stories are based on the stories of real people working through real challenges, gathered from our workshops and from interviews we conducted for this book. In most cases, we’ve changed details (names, locations, industries, genders) to protect their anonymity. Occasionally, we’ve combined two similar stories to paint a more complete picture of how an idea or model plays out in real-world situations. And we’ll share our own stories of struggling to overcome the hurdles we tackle in the book. You may notice that many of the people in our stories were uncomfortable as they worked through the process. But in the end, they were always happy they did.


Remember, you have the power to create the life you want, but that means doing the work, even when it’s uncomfortable and even when you don’t like it. We can’t wait to hear what you accomplish.




YOUR FIRST EXERCISE


If you want to use the free accompanying workbook to capture your answers to all of the exercises in the book, you can find it at FastForwardGroup.net/book. Whether or not you use the workbook, take a minute now to think about the ideas we’ve shared in this chapter, especially the power you have to make your life what you want it to be. Then, answer this question:


What do you hope to get out of this book?












Power Principle 1


DECLARE A BOLD VISION


Throw Your Hat over the Wall









Chapter 2


THE MASSIVE VALUE OF BOLD VISIONS—AND HOW TO START


On the day that we met Jonah, his professional life was in turmoil.


He had worked in software sales for sixteen years, the past six with the same company. He was a respected team leader. He liked his manager and coworkers, and the organization invested in its employees. Sounds like a great situation, right? He had every reason to feel satisfied with and energized by his work.


Most days, he did not.


With every passing year, his work felt like more of a grind. He wasn’t growing. He wasn’t motivated by a promotion to the next obvious position, but he had to pretend he was so that he didn’t get labeled as “lacks ambition.” He rarely felt proud of what he had accomplished at the end of each month—with one exception.


For about four years, Jonah had been running training programs on sales skills, such as customer-focused communication. He had started small, working with new people on the team, but he soon recognized that even experienced team members could benefit. He got permission to develop more programs. After a couple of years, he asked if he could expand and include people from the corporate partnerships team.


The weeks he ran training programs were the most fulfilling weeks of the year. He couldn’t wait for the next one. He loved developing the content, working to make it engaging, and learning about effective teaching strategies. It lit him up. He was so proud of the positive feedback he got from people who attended that he would read their comments to his wife. Over time, his coworkers started to ask, “Why aren’t you doing this full time?”


In his mind, the answer was simple: It’s not possible.


He didn’t have any background in training and development, and changing careers would mean starting at the bottom. His family couldn’t afford that. His company had a small training and development team, but no role for an internal sales or communications trainer.


About a week before we met Jonah, one of the company’s biggest products suffered a security breach, putting customer data at risk. Clients were canceling their subscriptions, and Jonah’s team lost 25 percent of their revenue almost overnight. Perhaps they could have reversed the trend, but two people were about to begin their parental leave and another seemed to have one foot out the door. Jonah wasn’t sure how to solve any of this. Worse, he was totally unmotivated to try.


At our Fast Forward workshop the next week, we asked Jonah (and a group of his colleagues) to fast-forward one year and describe what extraordinary success looked like. One idea came through loud and clear: I’m no longer in sales. I train and develop people, and I love it.


It was a bold vision. It was a big change from where he was in his career, and he didn’t know how to make it happen. It felt risky and uncomfortable, and he thought there was a good chance it wouldn’t happen. It would require him to grow and change. It would require the support of his family and his professional network. For all those reasons, he hadn’t declared that vision or goal at any point in the four years since discovering his professional passion.


Can you relate to Jonah’s experience? For instance,


•Have you ever stayed in a job you didn’t like because you didn’t think a better option was possible for you?


•Have you ever stayed in a relationship that was comfortable but that you knew wasn’t going anywhere?


•Have you ever let your personal passions or your health slide off your priority list?
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What does staying safe and comfortable cost you?
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Fulfillment? Motivation? Happiness? Despite the costs, most of us choose to stick with the status quo, even when we aren’t all that happy with it. Going for something bigger or different, especially when the path to get there isn’t obvious, triggers the brain’s risk-avoidance strategies. Our focus shifts to all the things we might lose and the ways we might fail. Playing it safe is a habit that isn’t easy to break.


While it’s not our usual approach to life, it’s likely that at some point you have declared and achieved a bold vision. You took a leap, told the world what you wanted, and then went to work making it happen. Maybe you moved cities, took a job that you weren’t sure you were ready for, or started your own company. Maybe you asked somebody to marry you, ran a marathon, or bought a new house. Even though you’ve set and achieved a big goal in the past, it’s not easy to keep doing it or to do it consistently, year after year. The moments when you played big and didn’t succeed can dominate your thinking, and the longer you stay in a situation, the more attached you become to what you have rather than what you could gain.


In this chapter, we’re going to inspire you to overcome these tendencies by exploring the massive benefits of declaring a bold vision. A bold vision expands what’s possible in the future, but it also dramatically changes your life in the present. We’ll help you build confidence in your ability to achieve something bigger and better by addressing the first hurdle—your own limiting beliefs. We’ll explore the brain science behind why we stick with the status quo. In the next chapter, we’ll take you step by step through our unique bold vision exercise, helping you dream in color about your whole life. Your power to change the future begins with a compelling vision of the future, and the most inspiring visions are those that are informed but not limited by our past and present. That’s why we’re starting with your mindset.


That’s where Jonah had to start. He had to shift his thinking about what his future could look like. He was so lit up by his bold vision, the first person he shared it with was his boss. After she recovered from the shock, they began to discuss how she could help. Her support helped him believe it might be possible. Month by month, Jonah figured out what it would take, found a team he wanted to join, and prepared his family for the big change (which included a drop in salary while he worked his way up). He didn’t make the transition in a year, but that was okay. He was motivated again, and it felt great to be honest with himself and his colleagues about his aspirations—no more pretending. This all happened about seven years ago. Today, Jonah is the national director of training and development for his company, and he is happy, fulfilled, and growing.


That is what a bold vision realized can look like.


YOUR ACTIONS IN THE PRESENT ARE DIRECTLY CORRELATED TO THE FUTURE YOU BELIEVE IS POSSIBLE


In 1961, the Irish author Frank O’Connor published An Only Child, his memoir of growing up in poverty and becoming a writer. Houses and apartments were too small to gather inside, and so he spent his time outside, roaming the countryside with his schoolmates. “When as kids we came to an orchard wall that seemed too high to climb,” he wrote, “we took off our caps and tossed them over the wall, and then we had no choice but to follow them.”1
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When we ask people to throw their hats over the wall, this is what we mean: Give yourself something so compelling to play for, you don’t have a choice but to go for it.
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When Frank O’Connor was a boy, he was playing for adventure—and to avoid having to tell his parents, who had no money, that he had lost his only cap. But at fourteen, with only a limited education, he began to realize a much more compelling vision. He wanted to be a writer. After months of studying on his own, he wrote his first serious essay on language and culture and then stood up at a meeting of the Gaelic League and read it to an audience of adults. “All that did matter was the act of faith,” he wrote about that moment, “the hope that somehow, somewhere I would be able to prove that I was neither mad nor a good-for-nothing; because now I realized that whatever it might cost me, there was no turning back . . . I had tossed my cap over the wall of life, and I knew I must follow it, wherever it had fallen.”


That act of faith can be hard, especially when we don’t know how or when we’ll achieve our goal. What most people don’t realize, though, is that having a bold vision creates immediate benefits, because your actions in the present are correlated to the future you see as possible. What do we mean by that? The moment-by-moment choices you make about what to do, what not to do, how to show up, where to devote your time and energy, and more are informed by the future you’re trying to create. The clearer you are about what you’re playing for, the more empowered you are to make choices that align with your vision of the future and that steadily improve your life now.


Getting Creative and Solving Problems


As soon as you’ve thrown your hat over the wall, your brain will go to work trying to figure out how to follow it. Even when you aren’t consciously thinking about it, your subconscious is working it out.


Peter Senge, systems scientist, MIT Sloan School of Management lecturer, and expert on high-performance organizations and people, calls this “creative tension.” He explained that the source of creative tension is the difference between our current reality and our vision—between this side of the wall and the other. “It’s not what the vision is, it’s what the vision does,” he wrote, meaning that when something you envision for your future lights you up just thinking about it—whatever that thing is—you will confidently and creatively find the necessary steps to make it happen.2 You will change your current reality to move it closer and closer to your vision. As your brain tries to figure out how to get you over the wall, you start overcoming small obstacles, shifting your behavior, clearing out the clutter, making progress. You find yourself solving problems that previously seemed impossible.


Again, at some point in your life, you’ve done this. You looked out into the future and saw something so compelling that you got creative, resourceful, and intentional until you figured it out. You trained for (and ran) a marathon, figuring out week by week how to be more disciplined and healthier. You moved to a new city and built a life there, and along the way you figured out how to meet people with shared interests or how to pursue new interests so that you could build a community. You applied to an MBA program, got in, and then figured out how to stick with it while keeping your day job. What fueled you between the time you said, “I’m doing this” and the time you made it happen? Excitement about the future, yes, but also more joy and fulfillment in the present as you solved problems, eliminated small and large frustrations, and accomplished goals.


Clarity About What Matters


Wouldn’t it be great if your decisions about where and how to spend your time, your money, and your energy were more purposeful? To weed out the unimportant, you need clarity on what is important. That’s what a bold vision can offer.


One of our clients, Terrell, realized that benefit early in his work with Wendy. They were on a coaching call when he shared some great news. “My boss came to me yesterday and encouraged me to apply for an open leadership position.”


“Wow, that’s great! It must feel good to know he’s got such confidence in you.”


“Yes, but I’ve got two young kids,” he said. “Taking on a bigger role right now would be too hard. I would have to travel. My husband’s career is taking off, too.” The stability and predictability of Terrell’s job had worked for him for some time, but he told us he felt he was starting to stagnate. “The role would help me grow, but I don’t see how to make it happen.” Wendy kept nudging him, but he kept bringing up all of his commitments outside of work.


“Okay, but what could it look like?”


Sparking Terrell’s imagination helped him take a step back from the day-to-day minutia, look at his life as a whole, and ask himself, What would have to change for me to take this on? And that question led to an even more important one: What commitments actually matter to me and to my family? As he listed tasks and responsibilities and things he took on at home or at his kids’ school, it became clear that he was saying yes to things that didn’t matter to him, that didn’t excite him, and that probably didn’t matter to his family. He left the call with a goal: find out what did matter. When he asked, he found out that they didn’t care if he chaperoned field trips or did the grocery shopping or even whether he was there for dinner every night. What they did appreciate was him being there on the weekends for fun family time and at the end of the day to read with the kids, and that he continued his role as assistant coach of their soccer team. His husband, Michael, said that with a little extra money, they could hire somebody to mow the lawn and do some of the regular maintenance on the house that Terrell usually handled.


With his priorities clear, Terrell started to believe he could make the new role work. The next week, he threw his hat over the wall and applied for the new position. He blocked out a couple of afternoons for coaching time and let go of all the stuff that neither he nor his family cared about. In the end, he got the job. He felt energized by his work again and felt successful as a parent and partner.


[image: images]


Throwing your hat over the wall helps you recognize the power you already have to choose your priorities and take control of your life.


[image: images]


After crafting a bold vision, most of our participants find that they’re accomplishing more and doing less. They feel confident and intentional in their choices, rather than reactive and out of control (we’ll dive into how to do this in Power Principle 3). You can achieve the same when you have a bold vision that becomes your north star.


WHY IS GOING FOR WHAT YOU WANT SO HARD?


We viscerally understand that there’s power in declaring a bold vision. If it can be so compelling, inspiring, and transforming, why is it so hard?


We’re intentional about using the word declare because it’s a term people don’t like to use. It’s uncomfortable. What gets in the way? Fear of failing, of not being able to get over the wall, and of everything that might mean. This is especially true for our boldest visions—because often we don’t know how to make them happen. As enticing as they are, they’re riskier. We believe we’ll be judged, we’ll lose credibility, we’ll look foolish. What does it say about us or our potential if we fail at a goal we set? That risk might feel too great.


The Nobel-prize-winning economist Daniel Kahneman and his colleague Amos Tversky spent years trying to understand how we deal with risk and how it affects our decisions. What they found and captured in their well-known prospect theory is that the brain gives more decision-making weight to avoiding loss than it does to gaining something of the same or even greater value. We’ll choose to avoid losing $100 over taking a risk to win $120.3


Other “cognitive biases,” a term coined by Kahneman and Tversky, work against us, too. One is called status quo bias. Researchers have proven over and over that when we have the option, we prefer to stick with the status quo.4 As evolutionary psychologists have explained, our safety once depended on this kind of risk or loss avoidance. When early civilizations lived on the edge of survival, with barely enough food and shelter, losing even a little could mean the end. Because of this, the human brain evolved to spend a lot of time scanning for potential threats and avoiding them. It likes certainty and predictability. It likes to know what’s going to happen next. Even today, this keeps us safe—by predicting whether we’ll be able to get across the street before that car gets to the crosswalk, for instance. But in a work setting, when we’re choosing between staying where we are or going for something that we aren’t sure how to (or if) we’ll achieve, which option will be our default?


That’s just how we’re wired as human beings. Most of us are good at sticking with the status quo, even when it doesn’t serve us. Often, we don’t take the time to figure out what it is we do want or what might be possible if we went for it. We avoid even thinking about the risk of trying. Let’s say that you take the leap and declare a bold vision—and don’t make it. So what? You’ll learn, you’ll grow, and you’ll give yourself something to feel proud of, even if it wasn’t the exact outcome you were going for.


[image: images]


Just by trying, you’ll make positive change happen in your life. You’ll end up achieving more than you would have if you hadn’t gone for it.


[image: images]


Yes, some failures come with outsized repercussions, but most of the time, our catastrophizing is unwarranted. We’re also not suggesting that you put everything on the line. We’re encouraging you to look at your whole life and be bold in a way that helps you achieve the life you want for the coming year. (In the next chapter, we’ll dive into what we mean by “bold.”)


Any of us can briefly lose hope when we fail (more on this in a minute), but researchers have found that failing to achieve a goal doesn’t have a significant negative impact on our happiness.5 What matters more is having a goal to begin with. People who have goals are generally happier than people who don’t. Without them, it feels like our future is in the control of other people and circumstances—because it is.


GETTING OUT OF YOUR OWN WAY: LIMITING BELIEFS


When Lisa’s son, John, was nine, he said, “Mom, I’m not sure what I want to be when I grow up because I’m so good at everything!” Now, maybe that level of belief wasn’t realistic, but because of it, he threw himself into things with energy and enthusiasm, certain that he could achieve anything he wanted.
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