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Advance Praise


“Joy isn’t some extra sprinkle on leadership; it’s the whole cake. In Joyosity, Jenn Whitmer reminds us that people don’t follow spreadsheets; they follow joy-filled leaders. This book is an invitation with an instruction manual that is equal parts story, science, and strategy. If you’ve ever rolled your eyes at joy, Jenn will change your mind and your leadership.”


—Bob Goff, Four-time New York Times bestselling author


“With humor, heart, and a knack for turning conflict into connection, Jenn Whitmer shows leaders how to transform stress into joy and build teams that thrive as much as they achieve.”


—Will Guidara, New York Times bestselling author of Unreasonable Hospitality, co-producer of FX’s The Bear, host of The Welcome Conference


“As the CEO of the American Negotiation Institute and host of the world’s number-one negotiation podcast with over 1,600 episodes, I’ve had the privilege of learning from some of the best. Jenn Whitmer is one of the rare guests I’ve invited back multiple times—because she brings something different. While many focus on tactics and scripts, Jenn goes deeper, shining a light on the often-overlooked drivers of joy, connection, and humanity. Her work is a refreshing and necessary reminder that success in life and leadership isn’t just about strategy—it’s about the courage to create spaces of joy where people can truly thrive.”


—Kwame Christian Esq., MA, Bestselling author, podcaster, founder and CEO of American Negotiation Institute


“Joyosity isn’t another book about chasing happiness. It’s a smart, research-based road map for leaders. With stories that resonate and tools you can actually use, Jenn makes the case that joy is not a luxury; it’s the foundation for cultures where people flourish and deliver extraordinary business results.”


—Dr. Tasha Eurich, New York Times bestselling author of Shatterproof, Insight, and Bankable Leadership


“Leadership is everyday negotiation. In Joyosity, Jenn Whitmer shows how curiosity and joy transform conflict into connection. Not fluff—practical and tactical strategies that make workplaces less exhausting and more collaborative.”


—S. Lucia Kanter St. Amour, Attorney, VP for UN Women, and author of For the Forces of Good


“Joyosity is the book we ALL need! This is a brilliant blend of unforgettable stories, rock-solid science, and strategies you can use right away. This isn’t leadership fantasy. It’s the perfect playbook for real leaders in real life. I couldn’t stop reading, and I kept thinking: Leaders need this NOW. Bonus? You’ll laugh out loud while you learn. Jenn Whitmer shows joy as the science and the strategy for leaders who actually want to thrive.”


—Jenny Evans, Speaker, author, and executive coach on resilience and performance


“Joyosity is a road map for brave leaders with the audacity to create cultures where humanity and high performance finally live in harmony—where roots bear fruit and the fire within is free to fly.”


—Judi Holler, USA Today bestselling author, speaker, and self-expressionist


“If there’s anyone I’d take notes from on how to bring and create more joy at work (and in life), it’d be Jenn Whitmer. Joyosity brings wisdom, research, and story together in a way that feels both deeply human and entirely practical. This book is a refreshing call for leaders to embrace joy, not as a luxury, but as a force for trust, performance, and connection. If you lead others—or even yourself—this book will help you do so with more courage, clarity, and heart.”


—Stephen “Shed” Shedletzky, Leadership speaker, coach, and author of Speak-Up Culture


“In a world where culture is a competitive advantage, joy is the secret ingredient to success, and Joyosity is the guide. Jenn Whitmer provides research-backed tools and practices to help leaders overcome challenges—from burnout to business metrics—to create joyful environments that get results.”


—Kindra Hall, Wall Street Journal bestselling author and keynote speaker


“Joyosity is a much-needed guide for leaders committed to creating workplaces where people flourish. Jenn Whitmer shows that joy isn’t fluff—it’s a deeply rooted and powerful fuel for productivity, connection, and lasting impact.”


—Lauren Ready, Six-time Emmy winner, owner and principal storyteller at Forever Ready Productions, and author of Ask Like a Leader


“Jenn Whitmer reminds us that joy isn’t a luxury in leadership—it’s a necessity. Joyosity is honest, practical, and deeply human, showing leaders how to fuel both people and performance through joy.”


—Lisa Nichols, CEO and cofounder of Technology Partners, speaker, author, and host of the Something Extra podcast


“Joyosity isn’t about pretending everything’s fine or putting on a happy face—it’s about leading well from the mess of a Monday morning through the demands of a Friday afternoon, and every moment in between. With wisdom grounded in the Enneagram, experience, and research, Jenn Whitmer shows leaders how joy and curiosity can help people flourish and organizations thrive.”


—Scott Allender, Author of The Enneagram of Emotional Intelligence


“We’ve been conditioned to believe that joy doesn’t belong in the workplace— that work is supposed to be serious and hard. With wisdom, clarity, and practical insight, Joyosity is a powerful invitation to rethink what we’ve been taught and to embrace the idea that joy at work isn’t a luxury but a necessity for thriving organizations and people.”


—Amy Shaw, President and CEO of Nine PBS


“Meeting Jenn was the silver lining to my COVID clouds, building up my self-confidence at a point when I really needed it. By sharing her wisdom through writing Joyosity, many others can benefit as I did. There can be a lot of toxicity in modern life, often the consequence of poor leadership, which Jenn draws out and then provides the antidote—joy to counteract the stress and anxiety we invariably encounter. Joyosity is a robust resource for you and to recommend to others!”


—Steve J. Smith, Business advisor and author of The Power of Baked Alaska


“Forget toxic positivity. This is joyful leadership with teeth (and a smile). Backed by research and packed with tools, Joyosity turns joy into your secret weapon. Stop surviving and start leading (and reading).”


—Ron Tite, Bestselling author of Think. Do. Say. and The Purpose of Purpose


“Joy is more than a commodity . . . it’s the foundation upon which we build a meaningful life. And we’re losing it. Joyosity is essential reading for employees, entrepreneurs, and everyone in between.”


—Rebecca Tolbert, LICSW, ADHD specialist


“As a creative leader who has always believed that we were never made to suffer our way to greatness, I have learned that real brilliance flows when joy fuels the making—when teams create, collaborate, and innovate with life in the process, not just in the outcome. Joyosity is a playbook for that kind of work and Jenn Whitmer shows us that joy isn’t just the reward—it’s the way.”


—Ken Black, Former Nike creative director and chief creative officer at GMR Marketing


“Joyosity is the leadership book I didn’t know I was waiting for. Unlike most you-can-do-it leadership books, Jenn doesn’t just talk theory; she hands you stories, research, and tools you can actually use today. This read gives you a road map to create teams that perform, belong, and thrive.”


—Kim Kaupe, Entrepreneur, speaker, and cofounder of Bright Ideas Only


“I was the first to preorder Joyosity because I knew Jenn would deliver the truth about joy at work and why it matters. I once built success that looked great from the outside but left me burned out inside. This book is deeply researched, wildly relatable, and packed with tools that help leaders create success that actually feels like success with JOY.”


—Erika Biddix, Speaker and entrepreneurial strategist


“Work without joy is toil—and Jenn Whitmer refuses to let us languish.”


—Liane Davey, PhD, The Teamwork Doctor and NYT bestselling author


“Joyosity is so much more than a typical leadership book—it’s a celebration of what makes us human. I absolutely loved every page! This book recognizes the beautiful complexity within each of us and addresses the whole person, not just the leader. The insights are profound, the information is invaluable, and the practical to-dos are incredibly helpful. I found myself inspired and energized, and I’ll be ordering copies for my entire leadership team. If you want to foster authentic, joyful leadership, this is the book you need!”


—Angela Quinn, Esq., COO of Husch Blackwell


“Jenn Whitmer’s Joyosity is the ultimate playbook on leading yourself and translating it into leading others. She gives you the human-centered skills to become the kind of person who leads with curiosity, emotional intelligence, and authentic joy. It’s leadership from the inside out.”


—Kevin B. Jennings, Business coach and personal brand strategist
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In memory of Grandma Jane, who brought joy in darkness and magic to messes.













We need joy as we need air. We need love as we need water. We need each other as we need the earth we share.


—attributed to Maya Angelou


People are entitled to joy at work.


—W. Edwards Deming


Tell me, what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?


—Mary Oliver, “The Summer Day,” House of Light
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Your Printed Invitation


Welcome, Doubters, Devotees, and the Joy-Curious,


We’re literally dying without joy at work. To the tune of 120,000 deaths a year.1


On top of the tragic loss of life, the pain of dysfunctional workplaces pours past our interactions with coworkers, clients, and customers. It follows us home. Three in four people who experience work-related anxiety and stress report that it significantly impacts their home life.2*


Joy is what will save us.


Leaders who work at creating joy consistently develop high-performing teams, loyal customers, and trust-based cultures that outperform the market average by nearly four times.3** Research also shows that those same positive relational skills flow through your personal relationships and literally help you live longer.4


You’re holding a guide for leaders like you to cultivate more joy in work and in the rest of life, even when you can’t change the circumstances. These pages show you how to create and maintain joy through the moments that stop you—like what to do when you get that email. You know, the one that makes you feel like a cartoon character with steam billowing out of your ears. Or when the hospital calls, and you’re plunged into a new reality.


And, yes, I know the subtitle says, “Work and Life,” but let’s not pretend they exist in separate bubbles. What happens in one flows into the other, because wherever you go, there you are. Your self-awareness, the way you engage with other people, and how you structure your days don’t log off at five or stay outside the office door. They all come with you. You are a whole person, living one whole life.


Substantial research provides the foundation for this book, and real-life experiences of leaders connect the theory to your too-long to-do list and the complexity of your actual life.* Use Joyosity as a robust resource you’ll reach for to buoy yourself and share with others.


I’ve lived through the slow poison of a great place becoming great pain. I promise to tell you the truth—from my own hard-won wisdom and other leaders who’ve walked it—so you can use it in your actual, walking-around life.


I invite you to:




	
1 Engage your curiosity. When you feel cynicism or despair creeping in, let curiosity keep flipping to the next page.


	
2 Believe you deserve joy. You don’t have to earn joy, but, like all good things, you have to work for it.





Let’s go.


Jenn





* So you don’t have to flip to the notes yet: Zippia’s 40+ Worrisome Workplace Stress Statistics 2023.



** “Best Places to Work” from Great Place to Work 2024.



* There are about 350 citations and notes in the back, just in case you’re curious.













1 Has Anyone Seen Joy? Why You Care Right Now





Joy is an act of resistance.


—Toi Derricotte, “The Telly Cycle,” The Undertaker’s Daughter





“I’m eliminating your position,” my boss said. His words slapped me, clean and cold. I didn’t know it yet, but my journey to joy at work had just begun.


Before we get to what happened next, let’s start seven years earlier, when my leadership intersected with a third grader named Maisie.


I was the new director of assessment and feedback in a small private elementary school with about 300 students, including my four kids. Not only did I get to shape how the school approached student success, but I worked with the fiercely dedicated educators and administrators.


This community operated with a collaborative growth mindset. I led the work of aligning classroom assessments to standards, utilizing standardized assessments, administrating report cards and parent-teacher conferences . . .


Did you shudder a little? Don’t worry. Most people have that response. And so did Maisie, as most kids did when I started at the school. TESTING WAS SERIOUS. Accreditation, funding, enrollment—oh, and actual educational work—all depended on accurate assessments. But I knew there had to be a better way to get clear results that didn’t stress out the teachers, families, and students. By third grade, Maisie had heard the horror stories and felt the intense anxiety that permeated the school every spring, and now it was her turn.


One afternoon, I sat in my tiny office as the recess sounds of voices squealing, balls bouncing, and children laughing floated through the window. Could I make testing feel like that? Could I at least start with joy? I pitched the idea, and we took the risk.


Instead of the traditional end-of-year testing frenzy, we moved the tests to January. We spread them out to avoid overload. I even sent home kits filled with bouncy balls, bubbles, and encouragement to approach testing with curiosity and ease.


As the testing season ended that first January, Maisie’s mom, Jessi, strolled into my office and plopped a bright purple gift bag on my desk. I peeled back the tissue paper to reveal a colorful desk plaque that read: Jennifer Whitmer, Director of Good Moods.
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“Jessi! What is this for?”


Jessi launched into a hilarious impression of her nine-year-old:


“Mom! Testing is the best. We get animal crackers and cheese sticks. We play a game before we start and get EXTRA recess. And all I have to do is the stuff we already learn in school!”


The first part of our experiment had succeeded. We could bring joy into testing.


When Jessi came into my office, I’d already seen the score reports. Our school had scored in the top 25th percentile, and many students had scored even higher. A few years later, the US Department of Education designated our school as a Blue Ribbon School, which is the highest government honor for a school. Awarded to only fifty private schools each year, the Department choses schools based on test scores and culture.


We brought joy to the center of the workiest work—to the very place where most people lean into austerity and anxiety.


Maisie’s experience confirmed part one of my theory: We could reduce stress with joy. Our scores and awards confirmed part two: Joy produced better results.




When Joy Leaves the Building


How did I go from accepting the highest academic honor on stage with the US Secretary of Education, to sitting on the white couch in the head of school’s office feeling shocked, yet not surprised?


In the years between changing testing and receiving the Blue Ribbon, we transitioned to a new leader. The new leader drifted from the student- and joy-centered approach to appeasing various stakeholders, constantly changing internal systems, and appealing to donors for a building fund. When we replaced joy as the center of our culture, communication fractured. Gossip increased. Decisions felt erratic. Gaslighting brought confusion. Shame became the primary motivator, and we existed in a fake peace.


Whenever I share this story from the stage during a keynote, I always pause at this point. Without fail, people in the audience stare back at me with wide eyes and nodding heads of recognition. I originally thought I was the only one, but unfortunately, this experience is far too common. Depending on the source, 50 to 75 percent of workers label their workplace as dysfunctional, with up to one in four experiencing a toxic environment.1


Do you recognize dysfunction and pain where you’ve worked or where you are now?


In our organization, in addition to the steadily rising toxicity, we spent so much time solving communication issues, muddling through personality clashes, and revisiting decisions that productivity inevitably plummeted. Everyone was working harder, but not seeing the same results we had experienced only a few years earlier.


In casual conversations, regular meetings, and formal documentation, I and others on the admin team brought these concerns to our leader. He dismissed those concerns, insisting we were overreacting or didn’t really get it.







The Moment of Unwelcome Truth


One April morning, after a disastrous presentation to an outside accreditation agency, a fellow director came to my office and pulled up a chair next to my desk.


“Jenn, this is toxic. And we have to recognize it.”


I dropped back in my chair, blown away. I found myself stammering, words of resistance building on my tongue. Somehow, I summoned the wisdom to stay silent for a moment.


Our leader had again shirked responsibilities, deflected, and blamed, while gaslighting us that “this was the plan all along.” He had siloed communication and pitted one group against another.


Stuck in this cycle of crazy-making behavior, I had such little mental space left that I was missing deadlines and poorly supporting the faculty. I had an unexplained knee injury that wouldn’t go away. I wasn’t sleeping. My weight was skyrocketing, even though nothing about my diet or exercise had changed. I couldn’t even read to my kids at night without being filled with thoughts of work.


I was doing what a lot of leaders do—pretend I could get through it by staying the course. I just needed to persevere! Resilience in the face of adversity! Once we get through accreditation, it will get better.


Leaning back in that chair, I finally began to see we had floated our way into the deep end of a leadership crisis that was demolishing our culture, devastating our people, and derailing us from our mission.


My friend was right. The situation was toxic, a slow poison destroying everything.


And still! I didn’t want to admit it. I didn’t want to use the word toxic or trauma. I didn’t want to be that person in that place. Yet, I already was that person in that place. Denying the reality didn’t magically make me the exception. I was another burned-out leader pretending everything was fine, while being complicit in it all.


I wish I could tell you I got up from that bungee chair and fixed it all like Wonder Woman with my golden lasso. The situation deteriorated more, but that was the moment I realized truly how far we had drifted from joy.


Three months later, I sat on that ridiculous white couch with a quiet scream behind my ribs: It doesn’t have to be this way! We had years of healthy, flourishing leadership. What created that culture? How did we maintain it? How did we lose it?







Your Leadership Casts a Long Shadow


Research shows most people don’t leave a job—they leave a boss. Your direct manager has more influence on your mental health than your partner, doctor, or therapist.2 And that means you as a leader hold a weighty responsibility.


Before we go any further: You are a leader. You picked up this book. You got out of bed today. You brushed your teeth (right?). Regardless of the position or title you hold, you have to lead yourself first. You are CEO of your own life.


The leader directly influences the day-to-day work experience, including workload, resources, time off, communication, and much more.* When you dig deeper into the causes of low engagement, attrition, and low productivity, the research raises consistent red flags: poor communication, unreasonable expectations, meaningless tasks, insufficient recognition, and disjointed direction. Many of these fall under the responsibility of you as the leader—for you and your team.


What you want at work looks like what everyone else wants: purposeful work that makes a difference, a sense of belonging to a group, Goldilocks workloads that aren’t boring but aren’t absurd, systems and resources that support your work, and respect for your humanity.


Most leadership advice begins with questions like, How do we solve productivity? How do we increase engagement? How do we retain talent? And while those are good questions, they bring a scattershot approach to solving our workplace problems and creating the culture I described. If you’re going to be the leader that is effective without destroying yourself and others, you need to start with a bigger question.


The question to begin with is this: Where is joy?







Joyosity Is the Way: Lead Without Losing Yourself


I define joy as intense happiness from a feeling of profound connection and appreciation, experiencing something greater than yourself. Joy is the profound contentment rooted in deep connections to yourself, others, and purpose—with the intense appreciation of what you do and how you get to do it—plus the embodied experience of something that is greater than just you in the moment.


Does that sound like a place you want to be? I mean, me too!


Joy doesn’t merely show up. You’ve got to chase it down, tackle it, and actively cultivate it. That’s where Joyosity comes to the rescue.


Joyosity actively pursues joy with curiosity through connection, leading to that place where you are flourishing, experiencing overall peace, wholeheartedness, and well-being, content with yourself and relationships, and engaged in meaningful work that brings life to you and your community. That is the work of Joyosity—where joy is sustained by curiosity and connection.


No biggie, right? I know. It’s far from easy.







The Joyosity Overture


The first time you hear the Bom, bom, bum-bum-bum bahhhh dahhhh of the Star Wars main theme in Episode IV: A New Hope, you lean in. John Williams’s brass fanfare serves a bigger purpose than hooking you into the main title sequence. The overture of a musical or movie score gives you a snippet of the significant musical motifs coming in the show. It’s enough to excite you, provide the comfort of recognition later, and indicate some direction without overwhelming you.


Welcome to the Joyosity Overture!


We’re going to start with what languishing in leadership looks like today: the reasons the pervasive problems in workplaces leave you stuck, ineffective, and exhausted in your whole life. Then, you’ll get a new picture of joy and your introduction to the Joy Ratio.


Next up are the three sections from the Joyosity Compass.
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Description

The Venn diagram shows three overlapping circles. The explore circle is at the top and is associated with stories, values, and personality. The engage circle is on the bottom right and is linked to emotions, communication, and decisions. The experience circle is on the bottom left and is connected to play, structures, and practices. Where explore and engage overlap, the diagram labels this area as clear action. Where engage and experience overlap, it is labeled competent action. Where experience and explore overlap, it is labeled confident action. At the center, where all three circles overlap, the term joyosity is written.







Part One: Exploring Joy from the Inside Out


You can’t lead anyone else until you lead yourself. So joy begins with exploring your self. Chapter three breaks down the power of self-awareness as a foundational leadership skill and introduces you to the Johari Window and the Enneagram as the tools you’ll use throughout the book. Chapter four addresses how leadership mindset and internal stories create the results in your life—intended and unintended. Chapter five lays out your values alignment that creates ease and success.









Part Two: Engaging Authentically with People-Power Skills


Self-awareness is the foundation. But self-awareness alone won’t make you a joyful leader; you need to engage with people-power skills. In chapter six, you’ll learn why there is no sustainable leadership without emotional intelligence. Chapter seven helps strengthen the primary engagement skill you must master as a leader—healthy communication. Chapter eight takes you to the next level through managing conflict. Chapter nine will transform your decision-making skills. Woven through the Engage section, you’ll learn your Enneagram conflict and leadership styles, and how to apply that style to cultivate joy.







Part Three: Experiencing Joy in Your One, Whole Life


You don’t live your entire life at the pinnacle of success. You have to build an experience that sustains joy, even when things are what they are. Chapter ten provides use-them-right-now practices to navigate stress. Chapter eleven gives you a menu of practices and connects them to your Enneagram group so you sustain joy. Chapter twelve shows you how to build steady structures that hold you up under the pressures of life. Lucky chapter thirteen shows you the serious benefit of play as an essential tool of leadership, including how to use your play persona for problem-solving, productivity, and expertise.


We’ll wrap up with real-life stories of transformation, unpacking the stages of growth and the keys to sustaining change, so you are inspired and equipped to cultivate joy in your one, whole life.


Each chapter closes with Joy Work to give you immediate ways to apply the content of the chapter. And in the back, you’ve also got the Joyosity Resource Lounge (the Lounge) with Stories, Study Stacks, and Citations, which are notes, references, and bonus materials for you. If you’re ready to go deeper, grab the Joyosity Works Playbook (the Playbook), a robust collection of exercises, frameworks, reflection prompts, and practical tactics to deepen joy in your one, whole life.










Read This Before You Start the Show


My husband, Michael, and our oldest daughter, Sabrina, spoil books for everyone else. Our youngest, Annalise, and I like surprises and mystery and all the context of the story unfolding. Michael and Sabrina do not. They flip around, read the end, and unless I’m waving my arms like a frantic traffic cop, they’ll ruin the story for me. Our oldest son, Chase, will read every footnote and check every citation.* And our son Stuart wants the action: “Just tell me what to do now.”


So I’ve structured this book to keep us all happy.


The Joyosity Compass isn’t linear. It’s more like a spiraling Slinky—flexible, looping, and interconnected. You’ll wind through all the sections continuously as you face new challenges and successes. Although I believe the linear order here provides the best path, you may face a pressing need today in your leadership that’s in a later chapter. Go there. Choose your own adventure.


Here’s what I recommend:


First, you need to understand the principles in chapter two: the depth of the problem, why we haven’t changed it yet, a new image of joy, and the Joy Ratio.


Next, head to chapter three. Every successful and meaningful leadership approach begins with understanding yourself first. You’ll want to choose your Enneagram personality type.* If you just thought Ennea-whatsit?, no problem. The Enneagram is a personality framework that shows you why you feel, think, and act the way you do. Throughout the book, I connect strategies back to specific Enneagram types. With that understanding, you’ll be more effective in cultivating joy.


Then, after chapters two and three, you can skip around. (As much as I’ve tailored each word, I know you’re already skimming.) Get what you need when you need it. Once you’ve read the remaining chapters, go for the conclusion. If you’re like Michael and Sabrina and you’ve already read it, promise me (and yourself) that you’ll go back to pick up the actual tools and practices that cultivate joy.


Finally, mark this baby up. This is the book you’ll pull off the shelf when everything changes. Because here’s an inconvenient truth: The struggles circle back.


Circumstances will change and the same issues will reappear, especially when you level up in leadership or experience personal shakeups. Because when you, your team, and the world changes, you need both the foundations and different tools for different circumstances.


To be a dog-eared, reached-for guide, I’ve loaded this book with a Cheesecake Factory menu of resources, thoughtfully categorized and surprisingly delightful. What we’re not doing? Shame. Take what you need now and come back when life inevitably twists again.


So cue the orchestra. Grab your lightsaber (or pen). The joy-filled rebellion for a new hope in leadership starts now.




Real joy has deep roots. Roots form in the dark.








* Reminder: that means you as a leader also have this level of influence in your own life.



* “That’s what they’re there for. Of course.”—Chase Whitmer



* Even if you know your type, subtype, and Tritype, read this chapter. You will learn something new, and I want us to be speaking the same Enneagram language. I teach the Enneagram differently than others, so Let’s get together, yeah yeah yeah.
















2 Languishing in Leadership Call in the Joy Ratio





I am not merely an economic unit. I am human . . . I need a new money.


—Andy Grammer, “I Need a New Money”





Takebayashi Katsuyoshi collapsed of a hemorrhage on December 12, 1969, on the floor of the Asahi Newspaper Company in Osaka, Japan. After working intense hours each month, at twenty-nine years old, he died of a stroke. Mr. Katsuyoshi became the first documented case of karoshi, death by overwork. Tragically, many others followed.1


Miss Yoshida, a twenty-two-year-old nurse, suffered a fatal heart attack after working thirty-four-hour shifts five times a month. With a three-and-a-half-hour commute plus working over seventy hours a week at an advertising agency, Mr. Yagi also died from a heart attack. He was forty-three. Matsuri Takahashi slept barely ten hours a week because of her workload and died at the age of twenty-four in December 2015.


Despite workplace reforms, the phenomenon continues. Many workers develop severe fatigue, back pain, stomach ulcers, and asthma, as well as critically high blood pressure and deadly heart problems.


Do you recognize even a hint of this in your own life? These physical symptoms of overwhelm and overwork don’t simply hang out in Japan. They are rampant in global workplaces at every level.




The Current State of Stress


“This stress is so much, but everyone else is stressed too.”


“I have to just keep going until XYZ. Then it will be better.”


“I feel so stuck and lost. But what else am I going to do?”


“This is ridiculous. I just don’t know why my work matters.”


“I’m exhausted. The pressure won’t let up.”


I hear phrases like this from leaders regularly. Any like you? Leaders across the world face this epidemic. Study after study shows the rising challenge of workplace stress and its impact on people, performance, productivity, and profitability.


Here’s a small sample of US data:




	In 2022, fifty million people left their jobs, setting a record-high attrition rate.2



	Gallup reported that workplace engagement hit an eleven-year low in April 2024.3



	
Workforce State of Mind 2024 published that work stress has negatively impacted the physical health of 77 percent of employees.4



	Zippia’s 2023 research found more than 65 percent of employees find it difficult to concentrate because of their work environment, compared to 46 percent in 2018.5






The research roundup concluded with this sobering fact: “Work-related stress causes 120,000 deaths and results in $190 billion in health care costs” each year.6


Wait, I thought this was a book about joy? It is. We’re literally dying from lack of joy.


The majority of stress and anxiety in and out of the workplace comes from how we work together, not what our work is. How we work and flow together—that’s where the struggle bus parks.


On the Joyosity podcast, culture expert Moe Carrick told me culture is simply “the way we do things here,” and the leader has the most influence on the day-to-day experience of the way we do things.7 Can’t you just hear Bill Lumbergh from Office Space? “Ummm, I’m gonna need you to go ahead and . . . ”


So we must start with you, the leader. What if you are inching toward karoshi yourself? What if you’re falling back on old models of leadership? According to statistics from Gallop, you probably got tossed into leadership without much more than a thirty-minute HR training.8 DDI’s 2023 Global Leadership Forecast said only 40 percent of leaders see the quality of leadership in their organization as very good or excellent.9


We’ve got some work to do.


Based on the numbers—and that you’re holding this book—I’m guessing you’re just as concerned, while also feeling the smoosh of trying to lead the “right way.”


Leaders are supposed to be authentic but nonemotional. Care about people but put the bottom line at the top. Have work-life balance but also be available all the time. Be collaborative but decisive. It’s no wonder, according to DDI’s forecast, 72 percent of leaders are burnt out.10


We need to look at the deeper question: Why is joy absent from work?







Roadblocks to Joy


It’s been one hundred years since leadership expert Elton Mayo introduced the idea that people at work are not interchangeable widgets (groundbreaking and yet obvious!). Since then, W. Edwards Deming, Rosabeth Moss Kanter, Brené Brown, Adam Grant, Michael C. Bush, Simon Sinek, and countless others have advocated that a human-centered approach to business sustains successful business.


And yet, old habits die hard. Transactional management practices that fit with the more command-and-control leadership style of the early twentieth century, when most corporate culture and structures were established, linger everywhere. Economists like Milton Friedman and Thomas Sowell advocated for profit-centered cultures. Those voices say, yes, positive culture is great, but that’s not what we’re doing in business. We maximize profits.


That feels a lot like greed. And I don’t think that’s who you are. I don’t think that’s who we are.


It’s the bill of goods that’s a bunch of empty promises. The message is that unless you’re only focused on ever-increasing profit, you will fail. Then the insecurity creeps in. Organizations live in a quicksand of fear, clinging to outdated ways of thinking that are slowly killing us. All of this makes joy, at best, nice to have and, at worst, unattainable.


This shows up on the news alert, the business bro podcasts, and your annual all-hands meeting. It has seeped into our vocabulary: “monetize your hobby” or “the side hustle.” And it’s costing us our humanity.


We don’t actually have to live this way. We can have profitable businesses and design the entirety of our lives for joy. But to do it, we need to live in a new, human-centered paradigm.


What if we see business and work as a way to solve problems for people? To solve problems well, you have to be curious, stay connected to people, and have a clear purpose. If we do this successfully, it results in profit.


Remember the definition of joy: intense happiness from a feeling of profound connection and appreciation, experiencing something greater than yourself. Everything about joy puts people in the center.


This is why joy is the heartbeat of a healthy leader and a healthy organization. Joy is the center of how we get all the things we need at work. Not only does it reduce all those terrible health statistics, but it also increases engagement, excellence, innovation, and, as a result, profit.


If we’re going to create a new paradigm with joy as the center, we need to name the fallacies getting in the way.






The Myth of Measurement


Many leaders avoid the topic of joy, positive culture, and people-power skills (if you call them soft skills, I will challenge you like Inigo Montoya) because they feel squishy and theoretical. Western workplace culture is obsessed with metrics and measurements. There are three main origins of the zealous idolization of measurement:




	
1 If you can’t measure it, you can’t manage it. This lie spews from the mouths of too many management experts. Often attributed to W. Edwards Deming, the idea is in order to effectively lead and manage, there must be a quantitative metric by which to judge growth. But Deming never said this. In fact, he wrote, in The New Economics, “It is wrong to suppose that if you can’t measure it, you can’t manage it—a costly myth.” The Deming Institute provided more clarification in 2015, saying, “[Deming] also knew that just measuring things and looking at data wasn’t close to enough. There are many things that cannot be measured and still must be managed. And there are many things that cannot be measured, and managers must still make decisions about.”11



	
2 Objectivity is the holy grail of wisdom. A long holdover from the Age of Enlightenment in the eighteenth century, objectivity supposedly removes bias and emotions from clouding our judgment by basing reason in observable facts. The problem with this is humans are going to be human. Bias and emotions will always have a presence in decision-making (we’ll get to this in chapters six and nine), and facts without context are meaningless. When you lead, there must be some objectivity and ways to manage biases as well as healthy emotional regulation. However, leading will always be subjective because humans are subjects to study, not objects to control.


	
3 Checklists, metrics, KPIs, and measurements require less effort. Humans, well, we’re going to run from struggle. You know that feel-good dopamine hit you get when you cross everything off your list? It’s easy for leaders to confuse leading effectively with a completed checklist. Dealing with complex human nature (including your own) requires a different skill set and level of effort. So many leaders, and therefore companies and cultures, grab for the five surefire ways to be the best leader, check off those measurements, and feel good about the work without actually considering the rest of the human element of work.





Do we need measurement and metrics? Absolutely. But these alone are simply insufficient to create the business outcomes leaders want, and woefully short of helping you design a life with joy. As a leader, you need more than metrics to create a thriving culture that gets you all the measurements you want for a healthy workplace and joyful life.







Tradition, TRADITION!


“Why do you cut off the end of the ham?” the husband asked his wife.


“This is the way you do it. It’s the way my mom always did it,” she replied.


At the next family dinner, the husband asked his mother-in-law, “Your daughter says she cuts the end of the ham because that’s what you do. Why do you cut off the end?”


“Well, that’s what my mom did too. So that’s how I learned it,” the mother replied.


At the holidays, Grandma was resting in the living room, and the husband saw his chance. “Your granddaughter and daughter both say they cut off the end of the ham because that’s how you always prepared it. Why did you cut off the end of the ham?”


Grandma covered her mouth, giggled, and wiggled her eyebrows, “Well, that’s easy. My pan was too small.”


Argumentum ad antiquitatem is the logical fallacy that claims, “This way is the right way because we’ve always done it this way.” As Grandma’s small pan/large ham issue shows, the “way it’s always been” doesn’t always match the current need.


When I began teaching in the late ’90s, my lesson plan book, student papers, and my own Post-it collection of ideas filled my messenger bag I schlepped to and fro. Around 2002, our district overhauled its technology infrastructure, giving every teacher a fruit-colored iMac on their desk with wireless internet. Each building also received a set of colorful iBooks (the predecessor of the MacBook) teachers could check out and take home.*


Suddenly, the work I took home wasn’t only the lessons and grading I chose to do on my own time. I was now tethered (literally, by an ethernet cable) to all the parents, colleagues, and administrators wanting information, asking questions, or reminding me to bring bread pudding to the all-staff party.


Today, you may be reading this book on a computer you hold in your hand that you call a phone. Clients text you at 7 a.m. The soccer coach sends a GroupMe message at lunch. Your boss fires out Teams messages on Sunday. Your team member emails the report you need to edit, and you open it while you wait in the carpool line.


The way we flow together has changed. In the early days of karoshi, you had to be at a physical place to overwork. We now have the privilege of technology letting us overwork with ease, at a swim meet on a Saturday morning or the dining room table at midnight.


The runaway acceleration of technology intensifies the pressure, demanding us to sacrifice more of ourselves because we’re applying the traditional way of working only at work to everywhere we go all the time. The way we work is nearly unrecognizable compared to sixty years ago. “We’ve always done it this way” is stealing our joy.







It’s Not That Bad. Everything’s Fine.


My family didn’t rent crutches and slings—we owned them. I broke or sprained a limb every year. I got so used to being on crutches, I could nearly beat a healthy walking person in a foot race. I would convince myself broken bones and sprains were totally fine. It’s not that bad. Look at what I can still do!


Yet, that didn’t mean I should have walked on fractures just to prove I could.


When I experienced the toxic workplace environment I described in the first chapter, I told myself the same story: It’s not that bad. We’re still doing good things! At the time, I didn’t recognize the hidden signs of toxic environments:




	Saying one thing but doing another


	A growing lack of trust


	Lack of respect for boundaries, especially the amount of work time expected


	
Mission drift


	Improvements or requests shot down in favor of the (broken) status quo





I got so accustomed to those not-so-obvious signs that I didn’t bat an eye when blatant dysfunctional and toxic behaviors became the norm:




	Gaslighting


	Blame shifting


	Using shame as a motivator


	Siloing people and forbidding communication


	Saying one thing behind closed doors and another to the public


	Passive-aggressive behavior, and shirking responsibilities and hard decisions





After a LinkedIn post about the problem of toxic workplaces and sharing some of my story, I received a DM from a leader that basically said, “Suck it up. It’s not that bad. You should have just been grateful to have a job.” The narrative of It’s not that bad has changed our expectations of what a healthy workplace is, while idolizing unhealthy behaviors we once used to survive. We’re living with broken bones and believing that’s the way it’s supposed to be.







Work Before Play


In second grade, spelling homework filled me with rage. At eight years old, I would actively fume while sitting at my ivory desk with gold trim. The mimeographed pages of ten words to rewrite, define, and WRITE IN A SENTENCE—for the love of all that’s holy—blocked my path to after-school fun. There was no playing outside or resting until I finished my spelling assignment every day. I lived in a prison.


A bit dramatic? Maybe a little.


Although I did learn great things from my jail cell, I carried an unhelpful lesson into adulthood: Rest must be earned, and joy is extra.


Because of the centering of profit, the culture values productivity over humanity. We relentlessly measure output so much that we fraction people—some people are .75 FTE (full-time employee) based on productivity. You accrue (meaning, earn) PTO (paid time off) based on how much you have worked.


And we’ve internalized it. Do you ever think:


“I can’t relax until this job is done.”


“Taking a break means I’m lazy.”


“I’ll rest when I achieve the goal.”


It’s no wonder we’re exhausted. DDI’s 2023 Global Leadership Forecast showed burnout rates are up 12 percent since 2021.12 If you have to earn rest, when is it enough? How do you measure “enough” when the to-do list never ends? If work always comes before joy, you will always be in the same prison of work before play. Rest and joy aren’t earned after productivity—they fuel it.







“We’re Not Worthy”


Two guys. One camera. A cable-access show of random thoughts, cringy interviews, and a lot of “party time . . . excellent.” “Wayne’s World” sketches on Saturday Night Live are TikTok’s awkward Gen X uncle.


In the Wayne’s World movie, after headbanging through an Alice Cooper concert, Wayne and Garth head to the green room to meet their idol in the flesh. Contrary to his bad-boy persona, Cooper is intelligent and friendly. They gawk as Cooper talks Milwaukee history with the band.


As the boys stammer awkward thank-yous and goodbyes, Cooper interrupts and says, “No, no, no. Stick around. Hang out with us.”


Wayne and Garth drop to their knees, repeatedly bowing with their faces to the floor—as in the now widespread gif—saying, “We’re not worthy. We’re not worthy.”13


We approach joy like Wayne and Garth approach Alice Cooper. Unattainable. And if we do get close to joy, we believe we’re not allowed to exist in its presence.


The reasons we operate in this belief system are layered and complex. We don’t see joy modeled. Possibly, someone said to you, with out-loud words, “The world doesn’t owe you anything”—including happiness.


Mostly, I think it’s because we’re afraid and unpracticed at joy. “Joy isn’t a beginner’s virtue; it comes as the culmination. They say its opposite is not sadness, but fear,” says Anne Robertson, Methodist pastor and writer.14


Joy is vulnerable, exposing. If you’ve ever been chastised by a teenager for expressing excitement that goes beyond a slight nod of approval, you know the feeling. In the Journal of Positive Psychology, researcher Matthew Kuan Johnson published a review of the literature on joy. He quotes philosophers Hubert Dreyfus and Sean Kelly: “Joy makes you more intensely you.”15 Basically, we’re afraid to be seen.


From the research, joy appears to be the most connected emotion humans experience. And we exist in a workplace culture constantly telling us to disconnect from ourselves and just do the job. But what if joy, that deeply connected and vulnerable experience, provides the very way to cultivate not merely a successful career, but a whole, flourishing life?










The Wild Resilience of Joy


Ah, but joy feels fleeting and theoretical. Cultivating joy when things are messy seems like an abstract concept. Let’s make it more concrete.


Every year, my husband, Michael, counts down the days to the Great Forest Park Balloon Race—his favorite St. Louis tradition. We started going with friends when we first moved to St. Louis and continued the tradition with our kids (the ones who are now in their teens and twenties). He will go alone, if we can’t join him. He has swag he wears year-round. The man loves balloons.


On Friday night before the race, all of the balloons spread out across the Central Field of Forest Park. More than 100,0000 people flock to the park with picnic baskets, blankets, bikes, and strollers. People pack the field, buzzing with excitement. Just after dusk, the crowds wander among the balloons, delighting in the magic of fire filling the enormous globes of silk.


One year, all six of us piled in the van, stopped at Schnucks for our picnic fixings, and drove to Forest Park. We promptly got stuck in traffic. One hundred thousand people plus only two roads in and out? Gridlock.


Our kids’ excitement disappeared as we inched along.


Their whining increased as we finally found a parking spot and loaded the wagon with our folding chairs, blankets, and food.


Michael’s irritation steadily grew.


I was trying my best to keep them engaged and encouraged but failing miserably.


By the time we trudged down the crowded slope as the sun had dipped below the hill, every single member of my family radiated the same dark mood: cranky and sullen. Delusional, I clung to the sheer force of positive vibes, desperate to salvage the experience. Then, out of the haze, a woman toting her own picnic basket collided with our wagon. We stared as she faceplanted into the grass. No one moved. No one spoke.


Her stumble drove the dagger in it all. Not even the majestic balloons could withstand the crushing pressure and deep disappointment of that moment. We trudged back up the hill and headed home.


Positive vibes and excitement aren’t enough to sustain joy. Circumstances, work, and people are all too complex, too unpredictable to survive on such fragile things. It’s a good thing joy has dirt on its face and fire in its eyes, showing up with unflinching strength, unafraid of the messiness of this life.




The Roots


As gorgeous as giant hot-air balloons are, they provide a weak picture of joy. So do cotton candy and rainbows. I want you to replace these common images of joy with lavender.


Lavender resists drought, spreading easily where other plants simply die. It flourishes in rocky, hilly soil with a bite of acid to it. A deep, complex root system allows the plant above the soil to grow both wide and tall. Even planted in rows, lavender refuses to lose its wild streak.


Cotton candy dissolves on the tongue. Rainbows burn off in the heat. Balloons float away, deflate, or pop. But lavender roots deepen, resilient.


That’s the genuine joy you’re building—the intense happiness that sustains you, even when life bites you with acid and you’re parched for hope.


Real joy has deep roots, and roots form in the dark.


Intense happiness doesn’t mean every moment of every day. You cultivate this joy by being connected deeply, appreciating what you’re doing, and experiencing something greater than yourself in this one moment in time.


Can you find a moment when you experienced this type of joy? Go back to that moment. Close your eyes. Feel it in your body.


You didn’t arrive at that moment struggle-free. When I do this exercise in my keynotes, every single time, I see a sea of smiles in the audience. I’m imagining yours right now. That feeling? That’s lavender.


Hold onto that feeling as we look at the impact joy has in the workplace and the rest of your life.







Joy Versus Toil


You’ll spend a third of your life at work. Before the “business metrics,” consider if you’re ready to resign that much of your life stripped of joy. Also, you can’t compartmentalize joy. A third of your life without joy impacts the entirety of your life.


Let’s look at the data. Joy at work is:




	
Productive: Inspired employees who experience joy at work are 143 percent more productive than disengaged employees, according to Michael Mankins of Bain & Company.16



	
Profitable: Companies with healthy cultures (meaning high levels of trust with engaged, joyful employees) are more profitable and have higher stock market returns. According to research from FTSE Russell, organizations with positive cultures outperform the market by a factor of 3.36.17



	
Viral: Joyful employees improve the group performance by 25 percent and are three and a half times more likely to help others, according to Gitnux Market Data Report 2024.18






When Jessi walked in with the “Director of Good Moods” plaque, I experienced joy. When I saw test scores that accurately showed our students’ progress, again that was joy. Now, when I get messages from clients like, “We are communicating so much better. The friction is disappearing,” that’s joy.


So if joy is intense happiness from a feeling of deep connection and appreciation, experiencing something greater than ourselves, what’s the opposite?


The opposite of joy is toil. Toil is overtaxing work that is outside of your expertise, skills, resources, interest, and enjoyment. It’s meaningless and boring.


For me that’s working on a spreadsheet, creating invoices, meeting unrealistic deadlines, analyzing website data, and cleaning out the cat box. Everyone is different.


Regardless of what your toil is, toil left unchecked turns into toxicity. Too much toil and toxicity cost you.




	
A toxic employee costs your organization more than twice as much as the contribution of the best performer, according to Harvard Business School.19



	Toxicity is ten times more important than compensation when people think about leaving a job.20



	Increased levels of toil are linked to impaired cognitive function, diminished memory, a reduced ability to learn, and reduced engagement.21






Let’s imagine you’re adopting a new process or system. Choose your team: Team Joy or Team Toil.


On Team Joy, people are more productive, get through training, and start implementing faster. As you’re working, and even after the go-live date, they help each other out with the system. When bugs happen (as they always do), the joy group flexes and solves problems.


Those on Team Toil don’t have the brain space for anything new, so learning is glacial. The team has difficulty concentrating, and they can’t remember details well. With the extra training needed and the lack of progress, the go-live date gets pushed back. Throughout the entire process, people have a hard lean out approach to everything.


So team captain, who ya picking to be on your team? I know I’m choosing Team Joy every time. They get the job done and have fun doing it. As for Team Toil? They can have their eye rolls, delays, and bad attitudes. Hard. Pass.







The Joy Ratio


You might be thinking, OK, am I supposed to just love what I do every moment?


Absolutely not. That’s entirely unrealistic. You have responsibilities you don’t like. Everyone does. You must do the necessary tasks that keep life going, the things no one wants to do.


Is there a formula that cultivates those positive outcomes all while mitigating the negative ones? Why, yes. Yes, there is. When it comes to joy at work and the rest life, you want to be in the Joy Ratio of 35–10–55.22




Joy’s Magic Third


To experience the benefits of joy at work, you want 35 percent of your time and tasks spent on doing work you love. This is the Magic Third. Work that you’re skilled to do, with the appropriate time to do it, still might be challenging or difficult. But the work connects to purpose, you feel fortunate to do it, and other people benefit from it too.


Signals you’re experiencing joy in your work:




	
1 You feel favored or fortunate, not by comparison. It’s almost as if you’re scared that it feels this good. It’s like, Do people know I get to do this?



	
2 You feel connected to more than just yourself. In this moment, you know you’re not alone. You have a quiet certainty that you belong, you’re seen, and you’re woven in with others.


	
3 Your work impacts other people. Your work solves a problem for real humans—from nano improvements to global change.





Looking for these signals means exploring self-awareness: assessing how you see the world, cultivating your strengths, understanding your blind spots, and remembering what play feels like. You need to own your mindset, values, and purpose. (Good news, you’ll learn how to do this in part one, and learn more in the Playbook. You can start now with the Joyosity Explorer Map in the Lounge.)


These make the root system and core of the lavender plant—the sturdy branches, the wild beauty, the foundation of flourishing.







Toil’s Tiny Ten


You will have work that depletes you. Even if you do it well, some work requires extraordinary effort, and you’re relieved when it’s over. Some tasks feel like meaningless busywork that accomplishes nothing. The work doesn’t interest you, or you don’t have the skills or resources to enjoy it if it does. It could be the work you used to love, but don’t anymore. I wish I could take those away in the Wizard of Oz’s hot-air balloon, but alas, toil’s going to happen.


Aim to keep the toil to less than 10 percent of your time and tasks. Creep above the Tiny Ten, and toil starts to eat away at the Magic Third of joy. Too much toil is like too much acid or too many rocks in the soil. Sure, you can take more, but you’ll suffer if you do.







The Messy Middle


The other 55 percent is the Messy Middle. This is the common-place, the skill-building, and the daily practice and systems. This includes engaging with other people who aren’t as easy as you would like. It’s practicing emotional intelligence, working through your mindset, processing decisions, and crafting the experience of your day-to-day life. The Messy Middle is sneaky. We’re so used to it, it can feel unimportant.


But this is where life happens; where your leadership is shaped, your habits take root, and you cultivate—or crush—your joy.


We’ll spend much of this book working on what you need in the Messy Middle—because when you don’t tend it well, the middle mess quietly turns to toil.


The good news? In the Joy Ratio, all the goodness of the 35 percent makes even the middle magical and the toil tolerable.


When that poor woman bit the dust over our wagon, our ratio of joy to toil was out of whack, mostly because we were depending on something on the outside to float joy our way rather than digging within ourselves. We gave up. We packed the car, shut the trunk, and left the balloons behind. Because when you outsource joy, it dissolves the moment things fall apart.













From Languishing to Flourishing—By Design, Not Default


No one wakes up and thinks, I really hope I suffer debilitating anxiety when I read my email today. No one sits at their desk and puts all their focus on being a lousy leader. You wander onto the path of least resistance, allowing the roadblocks to quietly, but steadily, detour you from your humanity. You slip into the tide of toil, into languishing.


Here’s the truth: You don’t have to live that way. You can design the entirety of your life in the Joy Ratio.


We’re moving into a new paradigm of wholeheartedness and joy. But this is not “positive vibes only” or denying the reality of difficult circumstances.


Sometimes, life can almost break you. Joyosity doesn’t deny the complexity of what it means to be human or what it means to lead a profitable business. With Joyosity, you’re building a flourishing life that creates the success you wanted, but thought you had to sacrifice your soul for. You don’t have to languish. You can cultivate joy.




The Gist


Leaders aren’t merely drowning in stress; they’re dying from it. This isn’t sustainable, and the research shows the way we’re doing work doesn’t work.


You don’t have to live this way. To bring joy into work and all of your life, you need to reject sterile, profit-and-productivity blocks to joy and create success with the 35–10– 55 Joy Ratio. You can have joy without sacrificing your life.







Real joy has deep roots. Roots form in the dark.


—Jenn Whitmer












JOY WORK




Connection


What teachers, friends, or leaders in your life have been your favorite and produced great results? How did they help you?


What connections can you see between their impact and what you do today?







Curiosity


Which of the five roadblocks trips you up the most?




	Myth of Measurement


	Tradition, TRADITION!


	Work Before Play


	It’s Not That Bad. Everything’s Fine.


	“We’re Not Worthy.”





What new idea do you need to break through that roadblock?







Joy


When you were a kid, what was fun for you? What type of activities brought you joy? Who were you with? What did you love to study?


Get your Joyosity Explorer Map in the Lounge. You’re going to want it for the rest of the journey.





* It sounds like the Dark Ages! How fast it’s changed.


















Part 1 Explore Same You. New Truth.





To know yourself, you must sacrifice the illusion that you already do.


—Vironika Tugaleva





[image: A Venn diagram illustrates the interplay between explore, engage, and experience, emphasizing confident, clear, and competent action at their intersections, with joyosity at the center.]



Description

The Venn diagram shows three overlapping circles. The explore circle, positioned at the top, appears in a darker shade, while the experience and engage circles below are shown in lighter shades. The explore circle focuses on personality, stories, and values. The experience circle is at the bottom left and relates to play, structures, and practices. The engage circle is at the bottom right and pertains to emotions, decisions, and communication. At the center, where all three circles overlap, the term joyosity is written.





As a Girl Scout, I couldn’t wait to earn the Finding Your Way badge. I can still feel the shiny compass in my palm and the slick, laminated map our troop leader gave us at the trail-head one spring Saturday.


[image: An illustration shows a circular embroidered patch featuring a compass rose with cardinal directions labeled N, E, S, and W arranged clockwise.]



Description

The illustration shows a compass rose design at the center, with the cardinal directions labeled N, E, S, and W arranged clockwise. The compass rose consists of a star-like shape with eight points, where the four primary points are slightly larger than the intermediate ones. The patch has a textured fabric surface, and its edges are bordered with a stitched rim.





We were checking off the final activity to earn the badge: use a map and compass to complete a wilderness trail. The golden forsythia had hardly just started fading to green, and baby shoots of leaves covered the trees. The entire trail had a vernal haze.


Oh this will be a piece of cake. We won’t even need the map, I thought, with all the hubris of a Junior Girl Scout on a trail she’d navigated before.


I tucked the map away, and my buddy and I set off. Not ten minutes later, we were lost, digging through the backpack for the map, trying to figure out the way back to the trailhead. What my eleven-year-old self didn’t consider? Seasons. I’d only been on the trail in the fall. And though the actual geography remained the same, the change of seasons created an entirely new experience we had to navigate. (Which we did, learning more than a few orienteering skills!)
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