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Introduction to the 20th Anniversary Edition





The world has changed dramatically since the first edition of Surfer’s Code came out two decades ago, and my life has changed right along with it.


There were no iPhones in 2006, and social media had yet to change the world—Facebook and Twitter (now X) were released in that same year while Instagram was still four years away. We all endured the global financial crisis of 2008 and the global COVID pandemic of 2020, both of which still impact us today by adding to our sense of vulnerability in a sometimes-precarious world. The recent rise of AI has focused our attention not only on new frontiers of knowledge but also the potential negative consequences of how technology and social media can impact our daily mental health and well-being. We spend more of our time interfacing with screens than ever before. Because this reality—or virtual reality—will only continue to intensify and absorb more of our attention span, we need to actively counterbalance the ill effects of overloading our minds by tapping into the many benefits that connecting with nature has to offer. Oftentimes it’s hard to know where to find such rejuvenating experiences. In our day-to-day rush through life with appointments, pickups, schedules, assignments, and tasks, it’s often difficult to stop, step back, and connect with what is truly important in life, and that is our relationship with others and the natural world. This deep emotional connectivity is not going to be found on the addictive screen of a cell phone. Surfing has always been my most direct route to restoring mental and physical balance in my life. It forces me to disconnect from the constant barrage of disturbing imagery, inane social media messaging, and strident selling. If it can work for me, something similar can work for you. Turn off your cell phone and escape solo, with a friend, or with someone you love. Paddle out into the unknown, walk in the woods, get physical and get the heart rate up, or watch the sunrise and sunset. Disconnect to connect with what is important. We have reissued and updated Surfer’s Code with these challenging technological times in mind.


The original Surfer’s Code had just gone to press when Carla and I tragically lost our fifteen-year-old son, Mathew. I have lost other close family members since then: my cousin Michael, also a great surfer, and my mother, Marie, who I miss every day. But I have also gained much. Carla and I have a sixteen-year-old-son—Luke—who has now grown into a fine young man. I returned to university to pursue a Master of Science degree in leadership and became a motivational speaker to business and educational leaders around the world. I wrote more books and recently revived Instinct, an apparel company that I founded back in 1979. “What’s past is prologue,” Shakespeare wrote—sometimes the path forward includes reaching back to the past. Nānā i ke kumu, as Native Hawaiians say, or “look to the source.” There is a lot of wisdom in these words for us today.


Each new event and change in our lives gives us an opportunity to reset our values. Those that I first set down in Surfer’s Code are not just a reminder of where I’ve been but also a touchstone to gauge whether they still hold true for what lies ahead.


Now, I can’t predict where life will take me, but here’s one thing I know: The values contained in the book you’re holding saved my life by giving me hope and purpose in times of despair. These twelve surfing stories remained a source of light as I pushed through the darkest days of my life and sought out new, fulfilling paths for myself and my family. I believe they can also become a beacon for a new generation that faces formidable challenges both in their personal lives and in an increasingly turbulent world.


Carla and I were in deep grief when Surfer’s Code first came out. Mathew had died suddenly in Durban, South Africa, while enrolled at my old school, Clifton. We’ll never really know what happened to Mathew other than he fell prey to what is commonly referred to as “the choking game,” although it is no game. The practice was going around Clifton, and whatever motivated Mathew to try it—peer pressure, bullying, victimization, or negative emotional contagion—he accidentally killed himself.


Surfer’s Code became a way for me to work through my grief by dedicating the book to Mathew and seeking out young people who might be in a similar situation. Gordon Sichi, the head of Anacapa School (a local junior high and high school in my hometown of Santa Barbara), got hold of a copy of Surfer’s Code and asked me if I would come down and speak to his students. We’d been surfing together at Rincon, waiting in the lineup for our next wave. He thought the students would be inspired from the lessons in the book.


I drove over to Anacapa, not far from my home, and told the students about some of my experiences as a professional surfer in the 1970s and ’80s and the life lessons I had learned from competing in the world’s best waves. But Surfer’s Code was my Code, not theirs. I wanted my visit to be relevant to their lives, so I told them, “How about all of you write your own Code? Take fifteen minutes, pick up a piece of paper, and write out twelve lines, every line beginning with the words I will.” I wanted them to think of their words as promises they made to themselves and about their future lives, which were so precious. Of course, I had Mathew in mind.


I didn’t really know what to expect. About a week later, Sichi sent me the results. I’d spoken to eighty students, and each of them had written down twelve lines, so I had 960 lines of Code. The very first line I read was from a young girl: “I will always be myself.”


I was profoundly moved by her simple words. To read that first line of Code from a young girl in the context of what had happened to my beautiful son … well, I found them to be an unexpected source of power: She wasn’t going to be pushed around; she wasn’t going to be victimized, or bullied, or do anything she did not feel comfortable doing. So many of the lines the students wrote that day were equally profound, moving, and committed to finding a positive path in their lives. I couldn’t have been more inspired.


In my original introduction to Surfer’s Code, I refer to Nelson Mandela, who served as South Africa’s first president from 1994 to 1999, and his struggles against the system of racial segregation known as Apartheid. “I have always been amazed,” I wrote, “how a few simple ideas from one man could have such a strong influence not only on South Africa but on the entire world.” Words have power, and after reading the students’ Codes from Anacapa School, I was more committed than ever to doing what I could to encourage young people to seize the power of their words as a way for them to envision and embrace their futures. Mathew did not have his future in mind back in April 2006, and it cost him his life. I have learned since then that twenty thousand young people, aged fifteen to twenty-four, die each year from accidents due to poor decision-making, deaths that could have been prevented if alternatives had been readily available. I write these words to you today with the idea in mind that Surfer’s Code offers young people this alternative.


I wanted to learn more about what I was actually doing with those young people at Anacapa School and to translate my feelings of inspiration into action, so I enrolled in a Master of Science degree in leadership—the art and science of influence and inspiration—at Northeastern University in Boston. I soon came across research about a psychological phenomenon called the “ripple effect” by Sigal G. Barsade from Yale University. Of course, as a surfer, you can see why her title caught my eye. Barsade’s article focuses on group dynamics and what she calls “emotional contagion” using a wave metaphor: how all of us have the power through our emotions to impact and effect the emotions and, ultimately, the behavior of others. Barsade’s study showed how people have the power through their emotions to impact others around them both in positive and negative ways. This is something we all know intuitively: We encounter people in our daily lives who influence us and others, positively or negatively, through these powerful yet invisible waves of emotions.


I also came across one of the largest social research projects ever done (completed with 689,000 Facebook users) through the National Academy of Sciences. Researchers wanted to see whether it was possible to use Barsade’s ripple effect to create emotional contagion not just with in-person groups but through the use of digital networks and social media platforms. The research showed that manipulating people’s Facebook feeds by eliminating negative words resulted in more positive words being spread. The opposite was also true: eliminating positive words resulted in the spread of more negative words. Their project demonstrated that there was experimental evidence for a massive scale of emotional contagion through social networks.


Based on this research, I felt confident that I could create a simple yet powerful program to build a wave of emotional contagion through schools, business organizations, and even our communities. While eleven-time surfing world champ Kelly Slater was in the process of building the perfect artificial wave at his Surf Ranch in Lemoore, California, I set myself the task of building waves of positive emotions that could ultimately impact attitude, mindset, and behavior. I wanted to contribute in positive ways to the lives of young people like Mathew. Inspired by the students at Anacapa School and the lessons I had written down in Surfer’s Code, I started to formulate my program of outreach to corporations, schools, and universities with this simple motto: Drop a stone, create a ripple, build a wave.




Drop a stone, create a ripple, build a wave.





I like to tell my audiences that we all have power through our words to influence and inspire the lives of others—our family, friends, colleagues, and fellow students. I know this program benefits individuals in their everyday lives. Written testimonials from students across the world and tens of thousands of others who attend my talks tell me that they leave with a renewed sense of self-worth, hope, and purpose. But the catalyst for this change relies completely on group dynamics and emotional contagion. My presence in the room is the stone. My words, my stories, and writing and sharing their twelve-line Code creates a ripple effect in the audience, connecting my struggles with their own. With students, the ripple becomes a wave of enthusiasm that envelops the room as we engage in a call and response: “I Will,” I shout. “Equals Power,” they respond.


And we repeat it. “I Will.” “Equals Power.” “I Will.” “Equals Power.”


A community of voices joining together, reinforcing their own and each other’s value, is the secret behind the Surfer’s Code.


As I have traveled and given talks to various groups around the world over the past twenty years, my instructions are simple: Write twelve lines, every line beginning with two words—I will. Once complete, share the Code—send that positive wave around the world. These are twelve promises that you make to yourself. Think of your future as being unwritten, and now you are writing it. There are no rules, no prescriptions, no right or wrong answers. If you like what you’ve written and have a friend or colleague who needs inspiration, share it. If you really feel inspired by what you’ve written, then share your words with the world. When you write down your promises, they develop great power. Our thoughts transform from imagination into reality as letters, words, and sentences. They become legible, tangible, and actionable. Your values and goals will come to life as promises, as a series of commitments that form a powerful and personal Code for today and tomorrow.


At its core, the Code Method that I have developed is a simple fifteen-minute exercise, a self-empowerment program of twelve promises, and a bond of hope between today and tomorrow. It’s a simple tool to help create a change in attitude and to define one’s purpose for positive decisions and change. The ultimate goal of the Code is to create a wave of positive energy that keeps circling the globe, infusing everyone that comes across it with a powerful spark of hope for the future. The Code is designed to create a feeling of confidence in oneself, an attitude of strength that results in positive decision-making to combat stress, anxiety, despair, and disconnection. I have felt all these emotions at one time or another in the past twenty years. I am sure many of you have too. The Code has helped me to acknowledge and overcome these challenges.


It’s a beautiful thing to see people spend fifteen minutes writing down their Code, sharing it with one another, and then walking away from this exercise with a different attitude about life. How do I know this happens? How do I know this simple process that first began with Surfer’s Code can fundamentally change people’s attitude? Well, I know because I see it happen right before my eyes.


When I start my presentation, I ask the people in the audience—high school and university students, employees of large and small corporations, religious congregations, patients in rehab centers, players on sports teams—to text me a word that describes how they are feeling right at that moment. I create an instantaneous word cloud on my screen—you’ve all seen these: a collection of words where the most frequent and popular ones are the largest. The word cloud becomes a visual representation of the collective attitude of the group. I started this practice during COVID in the spring of 2020, and the largest words on my screen at the time remain very similar today: Stress, Anxiety, Depression, Disconnection. I call this the SADD mindstate. This word cloud becomes a starting point for my presentation. Not all the words are negative, of course—people have positive feelings as well—but, in general, the word cloud the audience creates is based around negative words, with the SADD mindstate. being the prevailing mood.


I tell the audience four stories from Surfer’s Code. First, I speak about the origin and development of the Code. Then I relate the circumstances of Lesson Five from the book—“I Will Always Paddle Back Out”—when I took a horrific wipeout at Waimea Bay on the North Shore of O‘ahu, and the resilience and perseverance it took for me to stay in the contest. Next, I provide a story about courage—Lesson Three in the book: “I Will Take the Drop with Commitment”—about surfing a wave where more surfers have died than any other place in the world: Pipeline, also on the North Shore of O‘ahu. Finally, I tell them a story about deep emotional connection and love—a story about storytelling itself: Lesson Nine—“I Will Pass Along My Stoke.” This is always the hardest story for me to tell, and the most personal, because it involves a morning I spent with Mathew at Hammond’s Reef in Santa Barbara, our local surfing spot.


“Okay, everyone,” I say. “Now it’s your turn.”


And they take fifteen minutes to write their Code.


Once they’re done, I ask them to share their favorite line from the dozen they have written down. They text them to me. As they come across the screen, we read them together: “I will pray.” “I will have faith.” “I will live a life of integrity.” “I will be present.” “I will love.”


I have come to understand, from reading thousands of Code lines over the years, that at least half the lines people write down follow the central theme of “I will be better.” They don’t write, “I will make a million dollars,” or “I will hit my third-quarter sales goals.” They look inside their hearts and find the best version of themselves and commit to it publicly.


And you know what? Many of the remaining lines that people write down follow along another central theme: “I will help others be better.” I ask them to text those to me as well, and we read beautiful words scrolling across the screen about kindness and humility: “I will be a volunteer.” “I will be a mentor.” “I will lift others up when they’re down.” “I will be the light in the darkness.”


The energy and positive emotional contagion in the room is palpable. Everyone is lifted by this connective wave of warmth and power. This process of sharing one’s commitments to being better—and to helping improve the lives of others—brings people together. We may be very different from one another in the room—different religions, ethnicities, and political persuasions—but we share many of the same basic values. I have seen this process happen over and over. Nothing lifts my spirits more than to watch this transformation happen time and again from high school classrooms and corporate meeting rooms to concert halls and amphitheaters. I’ve been riding this wave of enthusiasm for twenty years now, and I still can’t wait for the next opportunity to paddle out with another group.


I end my presentation by asking people for one last thing: “Text me a word that you’re taking home with you.”


They send me a word, and I create another word cloud. Sometimes I have five hundred people in the audience, or a thousand people, and all these words tumble across my screen. You can see at a glance the collective feeling in the room. More than any other words, these two usually stand out the brightest: Hope and Purpose.


This is always one of my favorite moments of the presentation. I’ll say it again: Words have great power. And the words with the greatest power are our own.


I mentioned at the outset that this book saved my life. As I started to go through my period of recovery after the loss of Mathew, I found that speaking at schools, universities, and corporations helped me tremendously. Speaking about my son and the values that surfing had taught me gave me hope and motivation to be more optimistic and positive in my life. Along the way, I discovered that my stories helped others as well. As I was finding my purpose again in life, people were inspired by my journey and found power and purpose in their own lives.


I’ve referred to the many “lines of Code” I’ve read over the years from those who attend my talks, and I’m conscious of the analogy to computer science. Essentially, I’m doing the same thing as what a coder does: using language to create a Code that can be translated into action. Not by computers, of course, but by people. By individuals like you. This is an opportunity for you to write your own Code based on the values that are most important in your life. These become simple promises that you make to yourself. You can keep these promises private or share them with others, but, above all, your Code creates a path that can help you find purpose when times are tough. That’s when we need our Codes most of all: not on the sunny days, when all seems right in the world, and we hardly have to reflect on our actions, but when the light suddenly goes out, and we lose our bearings. Having a Code in those moments guides us through the darkness and reminds us that we have the power to persevere and move toward a future where the light shines on us once again.


Some years ago, I spoke at one of the Kamehameha Schools in Honolulu, Hawai‘i—a school system dedicated to preserving and rebuilding Native Hawaiian heritage and culture. The school is open to students of Native Hawaiian descent and is the world’s leading institution responsible for the renaissance of the Hawaiian language in the 1970s. I spoke to the student body in their beautiful chapel and told them a story about the time I came to Hawai‘i for surfing contests in the 1970s, and a friend I was staying with offered me heroin. He asked me to “chase the dragon”—to smoke the pipe with him.


I had to make a spur-of-the-moment decision. What should I do? I was young, and I was eleven thousand miles from home. My parents weren’t with me. My friends weren’t with me. Someone who I thought was my friend was with me, but it turned out, he wasn’t really my friend at all. I told the students that every single one of them was going to be faced one day with a life-and-death decision, perhaps not exactly like the one I had faced, but something similar. Someone was going to offer them something, and, instinctively, they were going to get a negative feeling. They would know the decision they made was going to be really significant. A decision that could change their lives.


“There’s a simple strategy to help you make the right choice when it’s an existential decision,” I told them. “When it’s a matter of life and death. Just do this: Think twice.” I asked them to chant it back to me: Think twice, think twice, think twice. In fact, Carla and I have established a foundation called Think Twice with a mission to empower positive decision-making among young people using the essential framework of Surfer’s Code.


I ended my presentation to the students with Lesson Nine from the book—“I Will Pass Along My Stoke”—about Mathew and me on the beach together at Hammond’s Reef, telling each other stories inside a sacred story circle. After I finished my presentation, the school chaplain turned to me and said, “You know, Shaun, when you were speaking to your son, you were speaking in spirit language.” What a beautiful concept. In this broken and disconnected world—a world of algorithms, artificial intelligence, and machine code—perhaps, like the rebirth of Native Hawaiian language and culture, it is time for all of us to start speaking in spirit language. I like to think that when people write their Codes, they write in spirit language too.


Before I left the chapel, the chaplain turned to the group of over a thousand students and gave them this instruction: “Students, I want you to bow your heads, and I want you to give Shaun your mana.” And the students all waved their arms gently from their hearts forward, back and forth, like gentle butterflies, and this warm wave of mana rolled across the chapel toward me, touching and filling my heart with positive power.


A lifetime of surfing inspired me to create Surfer’s Code, which has served as a source of power to ignite hope in my life and give me purpose in times of need. I am honored to have been able to share my Code with so many people over the years, both in person and in print. If you know someone who might be struggling to find that hope and purpose in their life—who might need the quiet power of I will—then please share with them the thoughts contained within this book. Your words have power, and your actions may help renew their faith in the future.
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