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Praise for The Power of Story



“This is an entertaining, accessible, and valuable addition to the world of self-help books.”

Library Journal

“Jim Loehr’s principles have helped unleash the creativity, capability, and potential of top-performing people throughout P&G. This book can do the same for knowledge workers everywhere.”

A. G. Lafley

Chairman of the Board & CEO

Procter & Gamble

“Jim has brought to print many of the key insights that he has so successfully used to help athletes, business executives, and other leaders confront and change their own personal stories. I know his coaching works because I have seen it change the lives of many of PepsiCo’s leaders.”

Steve Reinemund

Former CEO

PepsiCo

“Being fully engaged as a Navy SEAL demands skillful management of all four sources of energy—physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual. This passionate and convincing book can change one’s life through the process of facing your own personal truth, determining those aspects of your life you hold most important, and crafting an action plan to complete your life’s mission. The young men who successfully complete SEAL training have, in their own way, done just that! Jim’s wisdom can be anyone’s wisdom, and his energy and passion can be shared among us all.”

Rear Admiral Ray Smith

Former Commander of the Navy SEALs

U.S. Navy (retired)

“Dr. Jim Loehr’s concept of Old Story/New Story is so transformational that I introduced it to my entire senior leadership team. Today our New Stories, supported by daily rituals, are enabling Panda Express restaurants to continue our rapid growth toward two billion dollars in revenue.”

Tom Davin

Chief Executive Officer

Panda Restaurant Group, Inc., and former Captain, U.S. Marine Corps

“You might think you’ve heard it all before. I know I did, but not like this. Jim Loehr’s remarkable combination of experience, wisdom, and authenticity provides a unique and powerful formula for getting fully engaged with your life. The information and tools in this book are among the most appreciated elements of our leadership development work and have made a real difference in many people’s lives.”

Jon Anastasio

Vice President, Learning & Development

Nordstrom, Inc.

“Jim’s principles, one of which is changing your story, are without a doubt the most powerful tools available for individuals and companies in order to thrive in today’s fast-changing global business climate. By applying the gems of wisdom within this text, you can literally transform your future. The true testimony is in the life of the author. I have witnessed Jim walk this talk for over a decade.”

Phebe Farrow Port

VP Global Management Strategies

The Estée Lauder Companies

“Jim Loehr’s The Power of Full Engagement has had a powerful effect on my life and career over the last few years. The Power of Story provides new perspectives and a compelling recipe to recharge the spirit and plan for an exciting and fulfilling rest of your life.”

Kerry Clark

CEO

Cardinal Health

“Jim Loehr’s latest book is ‘mission critical’ for anyone looking to expand their capacity in their personal or professional lives. The Power of Story offers wonderful insights into how we can all increase and manage our energy and, more importantly, focus it on the things that matter most to each of us.”

Peter K. Scaturro

Former CEO

U.S. Trust

“Jim Loehr’s practice-based work on story is consistent with a recent wave of academic research on self-narratives in psychology. The upshot: What we say to ourselves creates our reality and guides our actions. Jim’s work teaches us that through the stories we tell ourselves and others about what is possible and impossible, we limit ourselves or unleash unimagined potential.”

Susan J. Ashford

Associate Dean for Leadership Programming & the Executive MBA Program

University of Michigan

“Just recently, we announced a plan to bring a condensed version of the program to all of our 2,300 employees. Jim’s new book, The Power of Story, brilliantly captures the essence of how and why the program works.”

Paul N. Leone

President

The Breakers

“Jim Loehr has done it again! The Power of Story is an amazing book that will powerfully impact your life by helping you change the stories you tell yourself and tell to others. The book is filled with profound insight and wisdom and yet is extremely pragmatic and useful. Many books say they can change your life; this is one of the few that actually can.”

Stephen M. R. Covey

Author

The Speed of Trust: The One Thing That Changes Everything

“The health care industry is focused only on cost and not on the whole story. Changing peoples’ stories is the solution to our health care crisis. The Power of Story is a model of success for addressing our nation’s health care crisis.”

Steve Altmiller

President/CEO

San Juan Regional Medical Center

“The Power of Story provides great insight into the importance of understanding the stories that shape us and how to create new stories. After reading the book, I felt reconnected with my purpose in life and have even more clarity on my training mission. As always, it is a joy to read anything written by Jim Loehr. He is a great coach and inspiration to us all!”

Anne Whitaker

Vice President & Business Unit Head, Acute Care Specialty Division

GlaxoSmithKline
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To my mother, Mary, for her relentless efforts in helping me get my story straight,

and to my three sons, Mike, Pat, and Jeff, who have been and always will be the epicenter of my life story.






The life of every man is a diary in which he means to write one story, and writes another; and his humblest hour is when he compares the volume as it is with what he vowed to make it.

—JAMES M. BARRIE







I drink too much, exercise too little, am 35 pounds overweight, have high cholesterol, have already had heart surgery. My father died relatively young from a heart attack. I have four young children.

I don’t feel I’m doing a good job anywhere—home, work, family, self. I’m overwhelmed.

I accomplish all these things, I have 2,200 people under me, but I lost God, the most important thing in my life. I lost my spirituality.

I spend too little time playing with my kids. They look forward to the babysitter coming because she plays with them more than I do.

I feel unappreciated and taken for granted—my spouse does not understand the magnitude of my workload. Work consumes all my energy.

The career I have chosen and love threatens the most sacred part of my life, my relationship with my three sons.

I’ve lost my passion for what I’m doing, both in my career and in my personal life.

—Seven representative fragments, from a database of tens of thousands, of high-achieving, “successful” businesspeople, who were asked to describe the themes and tone of their life stories. One of them is mine.






INTRODUCTION

It sounded like a good story, once upon a time. I’d finally taken the bold step of resigning from the satisfying, commanding position I’d had for years—head of a progressive community mental health center in rural Colorado—to pursue my long-held professional dream: combining my loves of psychology and sports by establishing a business that specialized in helping athletes to achieve optimum performance, redefining how they ate, practiced, rested and recovered and, most important, perceived themselves. The leap was both exciting and scary to me. This was the early 80s and I knew of no one doing anything quite like it. But after weathering my initial anxieties—financial uncertainty; scrambling to establish credibility and get clients; moving to Denver, where there was more activity—my dream began to morph into reality. I came into contact with world-class athletes, especially tennis players, eager to have me aid them in fulfilling their professional dreams—of becoming their best possible competitive selves. The idea of helping to pioneer a new area in psychology was intoxicating. From the indications, I was making a difference in the lives of my clients. The work ignited levels of passion and commitment in me I’d never known.

With my new career, though, came travel, lots and lots of it. Tokyo this week, London the next, then on to New York; no sport involves more globe-trotting than professional tennis. And because of my increasingly high-profile success with tennis players (among them Monica Seles, Jim Courier, Aranxta Sanchez-Vicario, and the Gullikson brothers), I began to attract clients from other sports, too—golfers (like Mark O’Meara), hockey players (Mike Richter, Eric Lindros), Olympians (speed skater Dan Jansen), basketball players (Grant Hill), football and baseball players, collegiate stars and All-Pros. Sure, my career frequently took me away from my children, the most important thing in the world to me, but this was the time of life—this, right now, I thought—to devote my best energy to my career, so that I might achieve maximum success and thus be the best person and role model I could for them.

Anyway, that’s the story I told myself as a father.

The reality was different. Every time I returned home, I felt like a stranger. Increasingly, my three sons didn’t know very much about who I was or what I was doing. So accustomed did they become to my not being there that when I was home I felt like a fringe character. Most frightening of all, I didn’t know who they were becoming.

Gain professional success but lose something far more precious in the process—what kind of story was that? I had long thought of myself as a father who would do anything for his kids, yet increasingly I wasn’t seeing or knowing them. Was that a story I would ever want to share with others? Was it a story I could live with? Couldn’t I just ignore it and deal with it later? Like, in a year or two (or three), when I would really, truly be established professionally?

More and more, the way I was letting my life play out haunted me. My greatest failure would be to fail my boys. Yet the way I was going, I was fast-tracked for it. I felt guilty, desperate to come up with a better way—either that or return to my career as staff psychologist, where I had no travel demands but also minimal professional fulfillment. To maintain my current career, I needed to correct something or watch as my story as father fossilized into tragedy.

When I could, I brought my sons with me to sporting events, especially over the summer; the U.S. (tennis) Open, right before school started up again, was a particular treat. But as much as we enjoyed being together, these were special occasions—a bit unreal, hyperkinetic, not on home turf.

The true turning point was a simple promise I made one day to my boys. “Any night I’m not home,” I told them, “I’ll call without fail at eight PM. You don’t even have to answer the phone. Just know when it rings at eight that it’s me. And I’m thinking about you. And missing you. And wanting to connect with you.”

I vowed to myself that it wouldn’t matter if I was in the Far East or Florida, at dinner with a client or out on the court banging forehands at the reigning Wimbledon junior champion. From that day on, somewhere between 7:55 and 7:59 PM, I would excuse myself to make my call.

So I started to call, every night I was out of town. And an amazing thing happened. The boys, I was told, didn’t just answer the phone; they dove for it. For that special interlude, we were apart but we weren’t. I could keep up with what they had done in school, what sports they had played, what was exciting them. The incidental stuff, the mortar of their day. If they had a conflict or got a bad grade, we talked it through. My energy and focus were fixed completely on them. The nightly call was confirmation for them that I was thinking about them every single day, no matter in what corner of the earth I found myself, and that every single day they were a part of my life. And they could hear what I’d been up to.

It was one little ritual between my sons and me but it made a huge difference. It only helped me to rewrite my story as a father.



Stories that don’t work happen to everyone, not just to the weak or incapable. In fact, they may happen more often to the “successful” among us. I see it every day, at the Human Performance Institute, in Orlando, Florida, where we moved our business in 1995. After my two oldest boys had gone off to college, I left Colorado in search of the place where the most world-class athletes trained and lived. That place turned out to be southern Florida. Although I had begun my new calling by working with athletes, our clientele soon expanded to include high achievers in the medical profession; in law enforcement, including Navy SEALs, the Army Special Forces, and the FBI’s elite anti-terrorist force; and businesspeople, who now make up the bulk of our work. Their companies—Procter & Gamble, PepsiCo, Citigroup, GlaxoSmithKline and KPMG, to name a few, as well as mid-sized and smaller companies, too, across a wide range of sectors—began sending us their CEOs, CFOs, other senior leaders, and entire departments or business units (sales, HR, operations), in the hopes of improving the three P’s: performance, productivity, profitability. The only way for my team and me to help the thousands of individuals we see each year to improve in these areas—short of dynamiting and rethinking the many tired, entrenched practices and beliefs of corporate culture (that’s for another book)—is to help those who come through the program to commit genuinely to improving themselves. And the only way to do that, we have learned, is to get participants to confront the truth about their current flawed stories.

What do I mean by “story”? I don’t intend to offer tips on how to fine-tune the mechanics of telling stories to enhance the desired effect on listeners. And though this book very much concerns itself with the American businessperson (among others), by “story” I do not mean the boilerplate, holier-than-thou pronouncement often found in the Mission Statement area of corporate websites, or the Here’s-why-we’ll-absolutely-meet-our-fourth-quarter-numbers!-narrative-yarn-turned-pep-rally that team leaders often like to spin to rally the troops.

No, I wish to examine the most compelling story about storytelling—namely, how we tell stories about ourselves to ourselves. Indeed, the idea of “one’s own story” is so powerful, so native, that I hardly consider it a metaphor, as if it’s some new lens through which to look at life. Your life is your story. Your story is your life. When stories we read or watch or listen to are triumphant, they are so because they fundamentally remind us of what is most true or possible in life—even when it’s an escapist romantic comedy or sci-fi fantasy or fairy tale. If you are human, then you tell yourself stories—positive ones and negative, consciously and, far more than not, subconsciously. Stories that span a single episode, or a year, or a semester, or a weekend, or a relationship, or a season, or an entire tenure on this planet. Telling ourselves stories helps us navigate our way through life because they provide structure and direction. “Just seeing my life as a story,” said one of my clients, head of HR for a national hotel chain, “allowed me to establish a sort of road map, so when I have to make decisions about what I need to do, [the map] makes it easier, takes away a lot of stress.” Indeed, we are actually wired to tell stories: The human brain, according to a recent New York Times article about scientists investigating why we think the way we do, has evolved into a narrative-creating machine that takes “whatever it encounters, no matter how apparently random” and imposes on it “chronology and cause-and-effect logic.” Writes Justin Barrett, psychologist at Oxford University, “We automatically, and often unconsciously, look for an explanation of why things happen to us, and ‘stuff just happens’ is no explanation” (which feeds one possible theory for why we need, or even create, God or gods). Stories impose meaning on the chaos; they organize and give context to our sensory experiences, which otherwise might seem like no more than a fairly colorless sequence of facts. Facts are meaningless until you create a story around them. For example, losing your wallet or being in a car accident is what factually happened but the meaning or significance you give to the lost wallet or the car accident is the theme of your story—for example, “I’m a careless person” or “Bad things happen to me” or “I often get into trouble but always escape without major damage.” A story is our creation of a reality; indeed, our story matters more than what actually happens. Is there really any difference, as someone famously asked, between the life of a king who sleeps twelve hours a day dreaming he’s a pauper, and that of a pauper who sleeps twelve hours a day dreaming he’s a king?

By “story,” then, I mean those tales we create and tell ourselves and others, and which form the only reality we will ever know in this life. Our stories may or may not conform to the real world. They may or may not inspire us to take hope-filled action to better our lives. They may or may not take us where we ultimately want to go. But since our destiny follows our stories, it’s imperative that we do everything in our power to get our stories right.

For most of us, that means some serious editing.

To edit a dysfunctional story, you must first identify it. To do that, you must answer the question: In which important areas of my life is it clear that I cannot achieve my goals with the story I’ve got? Only after confronting and satisfactorily answering this question can you expect to build new reality-based stories that will take you where you want to go.

Is this all starting to sound a little New Agey? I’m not surprised. But hold on. I understand you may be thinking: Life as story? The whole concept strikes you, perhaps, as a tad… soft. I don’t look at my life in terms of story, you say.

I disagree. Your life is the most important story you will ever tell, and you’re telling it right now, whether you know it or not. From very early on you’re spinning and telling multiple stories about your life, publicly and privately, stories that have a theme, a tone, a premise—whether you know it or not. Some are for better, some for worse. No one lacks material. Everyone’s got a story.

And thank goodness. Because our capacity to tell stories is, I believe, just about our profoundest gift. Perhaps the true power of the story metaphor is best captured by this seeming contradiction: We employ the word “story” to suggest both the wildest of dreams (“It’s just a story…”) and an unvarnished depiction of reality (“Okay, what’s the story?”). How’s that for range?

The problem? Most of us aren’t writers. “I’m not a professional novelist,” one client said to me, when finally the time came for him to put pen to paper. “If this is the story of my life, you’re damn right I’m intimidated. Can you just give me a little help in how to get this out?”

That’s what I intend to do in this book. First, help you to identify how pervasive story is in life, your life, and, second, to rewrite it.



Every life has elements to it that every story has—beginning, middle, and end; theme; subplots; trajectory; tone. Earl Woods, Tiger’s father and coach, early on taught his son that during each professional round of golf that Tiger would someday play, there would be at least one troublesome shot—in deep rough, behind a tree, buried in a bunker, wherever—that he would hit so brilliantly it would never be forgotten in the annals of golf. Sure enough, years later, on Tiger’s toughest shots and in his most competitive situations, the trajectory of his story (not to mention the flight of the ball) has always soared: To him, such moments aren’t obstacles but opportunities. In fact, what Tiger is perhaps most fondly known and admired for—more even than his gorgeous swing, his clutch ability, his consistency, his game face and fist-pump—is his astonishing capacity to make a great shot out of what, just seconds before, had appeared to be an impossible lie. Some of that comes from talent, of course. But more of it comes from a sureness that is the product of a compelling, enduring story embedded deep in his psyche.

Story is everywhere in life. Perhaps your story is that you’re responsible for the happiness and livelihoods of dozens of people around you, and you’re the unappreciated hero. If you see things in more general terms, maybe your story is that the world is full of traps and misfortune—at least for you—and you’re the perpetual victim. (I’m always so unlucky… I always end up getting the short end of the stick… People can’t be trusted and will take advantage of me if I give them the chance.) If you’re focused on one subplot—work, say—then maybe your story is that you sincerely want to execute the major initiatives with which your company has entrusted you, yet you’re imprisoned by technology (e-mail, cell phone, BlackBerry) and thus can never get far enough from the forest to see the trees. Maybe your story is that you must keep chasing even though you already seem to have a lot (even too much), because the point is to get more and more of it—money, prestige, power, control, attention. Maybe your story is that you and your children just can’t connect, as once was true of me and mine. Or your story might be essentially a rejection of another story—for instance, you may denounce your restrictive religious upbringing, and everything you do is filtered through that rejection.

Story is everywhere. Your body tells a story. The smile or frown on your face, your shoulders thrust back in confidence or slumped roundly in despair, the liveliness or fatigue in your gait, the sparkle of hope and joy in your eyes or the blank stare, your fitness, the size of your gut, the tone and strength of your physical being, your overall presentation—those are all part of your story, one that’s especially apparent to everyone else. We judge books by their covers not simply because we’re wired to judge quickly but because the cover so often provides astonishingly accurate clues to what’s going on inside. What’s your story about your physical self? Does it truly work for you? Can it take you where you want to go in the short term? How about ten years from now? What about thirty?

You have a story around your company, though your version may depart wildly from your colleague’s or your boss’s or your direct report’s or your customer’s. You have a story about your family. Your country. Anything that consumes our energy can be a story, even if we don’t always call it a story. There’s the story of you and your faith. The story of your marriage. The story of you and public service. The story of you and alcohol, or you and food, or you and anger, or you and impossible expectations. The story of you, the friend. The story of you, your father’s son or your mother’s daughter. The story of you and TV-watching. Some of these stories work and some of them fail. According to my professional experience, an astounding number of these stories, once they’re identified, are deemed failures—not by me, mind you (though given the descriptions I hear, I’d agree), but by the people living them.

Like it or not, there will be a story around your death. What will it be? Will you die a senseless death? Perhaps you drank too much and failed to buckle your seat belt and were thrown from your car, or you died from colon cancer because you refused to undergo an embarrassing colonoscopy years before when the disease was treatable, or after years of bad nutrition, no exercise, and abuse of your body you suffered a fatal heart attack at age forty-nine. “Senseless death” means that it didn’t have to happen when it happened; it means your story didn’t have to end the way it ended. Think about the effect the story of your senseless death might have on your family, on those you care about who you’re leaving behind. How would that story impact their life stories? Ask yourself, Am I okay dying a senseless death? Your immediate reaction is almost certainly, “No! Of course not!” Yet so many of the people I see, every one of whom responds exactly that way, are following stories that will lead them to that senseless death as assuredly as a gun glimpsed in Act I, as Chekhov told us, must go off in Act II.

I’m not trying to be morbid. Story—which dies if deprived of energy—is not about death but life. Yet if you continue to tell a bad story, if you continue to give energy to a bad story, then you will almost assuredly beget another bad one, or ten. Why is abuse so commonly passed from one generation to the next? How much is the recurrence of obesity, diabetes, and certain other diseases across families a genetic predisposition, and how much the repetition of a dangerous story about food and physical exertion? Harry Chapin’s poignant ballad “Cat’s in the Cradle”—in which a busy father continually promises to “get together” soon with his son, who dreams of growing up to be just like dad—breaks your heart not merely because it chronicles the tragedy of their non-relationship but because, in the final, devastating verse, the father, an old man now, finally does have time to get together with his son… only now it’s his son, a grown man, who has no time for his dad, proof that the terrible story has looped, and may loop again.

Unhealthy storytelling is characterized by a diet of faulty thinking and, ultimately, long-term negative consequences. This undetectable yet inexorable progression is not unlike what happens to coronary arteries from a high-fat, high-cholesterol diet. In the body, the consequence of such a diet is hardening of the arteries (among other maladies); in the mind, the consequence of bad storytelling is hardening of the categories, narrowing of the possibilities, calcification of perception. Both roads lead to tragedy, often quietly. The buildup of plaque in the arteries caused by a poor diet is impossible to recognize at the time: We eat unhealthily but are unable to detect any immediate negative consequences, certainly not from one given meal, no matter how unhealthy. It’s almost as if we got away with it (“I don’t feel anything bad!”). It’s Boiling Frog Syndrome: The frog in the pot doesn’t sense the gradual rise in temperature, can’t detect the danger he’s in—until it’s too late and he’s cooked. The same holds true for faulty storytelling. While we do it, we can’t sense the full negative impact it’s having. “It’s not all that bad,” we conclude. Our marriage is “okay.” Our job is “not terrible.” Yet whether we sense it or not, the energy we repeatedly give to bad stories actually reconfigures our neural architecture. The cumulative effect of our damaging stories will have tragic consequences on our health, happiness, engagement, and performance. Because we can’t confirm the damage our defective storytelling is wreaking, we disregard it, or veto our gut reactions to make a change. Then one day we awaken to the reality that we’ve become cynical, negative, angry. That’s now who we are. Though we never quite saw it coming, that’s now our true story.

It’s not just individuals who tell stories about themselves; groups do it, too. Nations and religions and universities and sports teams and political parties and labor unions each tell stories about themselves to capture the imagination of their constituencies. Companies tell their stories to engage their customers and, increasingly, their workforce, stories which must be internally consistent and powerful if they’re to succeed over time. The Starbucks story: Our home is your home away from home, a place where strangers are transformed into members of a community; to give our story integrity and durability, we aim to treat all our people, from customers to employees to independent coffee-growers around the world, with equal dignity and respect. AARP’s story: Retirees and the elderly need and deserve to feel that, as we age, life gets better, full of health, happiness, and balance; to be credible, those in our organization must model this life, too. I’ve worked with companies that desire to enhance both their bottom lines and the lives of their stakeholders. How do they accomplish that at a fundamental level? By editing their story. Intel has done it, as has Estée Lauder, as has Takeda Pharmaceuticals. The same with smaller companies like San Juan (New Mexico) Regional Medical Center, which is now “telling a story” that has changed the very way they do medicine and interact with the community they serve. Throughout the book I will detail how such organizations and their employees have reworked their story to the great advantage of both their business and their culture.

For twenty-five years, my business partner, Jack Groppel, and I and now our team at the Human Performance Institute (HPI) have studied human behavior and performance, and we’ve been privileged to witness many success stories of positive behavioral change: better relationships at home and at work, better job performance, weight loss and all-around improved health and lowering of health risks; love, excitement, joy, and the discovery of talents heretofore buried. My experience has led me to see that these changes may be brought about by a unique integration of all the human sciences, most important among them performance psychology, exercise physiology, and nutrition. My scientific training has led me to a belief in hard data.

We’ve gathered a wide range of meaningful information from more than 100,000 individual clients, from several hundred companies and affiliations, across a wide demographic of geography, background, and market segments; 70% of our clientele come from the corporate world, 85% of that from the Fortune 500. Our clients are in their 40s (46%), 50–56 (22%), 34–39 (26%), with some younger or older. We measure physical data such as the participant’s blood chemistry, body fat, and dietary, exercise, and sleep habits; personality data such as 360 evaluations (assessments from the key people in one’s professional circle—colleagues, direct reports, superiors—along with one’s family), as well as extensive self-analysis (multiple choice and fill in). Increasingly in the last five years we’ve included a “storytelling” inventory, in which the participant is asked to describe, candidly and often for the first time, the message, or story, that his or her choices convey to the world.

As a psychologist by training, I believe in the usefulness of data as a guide; as a businessman, one who deals frequently with businesspeople, I know that we succeed or fail by results. That’s nothing new: When coaching athletes, I’ve always worked on retainer fees too small even to cover my expenses; the big payday happened only if I made something extraordinary and tangible happen. So, say, if a player ranked 100 in the world came to me, we might draw up a contract that stipulated that I got paid only when (if) he or she cracked the top 10, or made the final of a Grand Slam, or achieved some other indisputable signpost of competitive success. The burden was always on me to deliver.

The same is true now. We expect success and usually achieve it. Early on in the executive workshop we run fifty to seventy-five times a year, I ask, “How many of you, when you really make up your mind to do something, almost always do it?” It’s the rare occasion when even one person in the room doesn’t raise his or her hand. By the second day, it’s not atypical for a C-level executive or the like to look as if he or she had been hit by a lightning bolt of recognition that will change his or her life for the better, and presumably forever. Of those who come through our Orlando headquarters, our data show that 30% are “profoundly” moved (their preferred word), while another 50% make smaller but inarguably significant changes. Kirk Perry, VP at Procter & Gamble, a company that has sent hundreds of employees through our program, said that a six-month follow-up found “80% [of those who’d been through our workshop] had some specific, measurable improvement in their lives.”

Of course, some people who pass through our doors are utterly unaffected by what we do and what they’re exposed to. Why? Some feel their “story” needs no major reworking (and perhaps they’re absolutely right). Some fail to buy in to what we do because they’re just moving too fast. For some, the timing isn’t right (though, as I intend to show, there can only ever be one time to make changes: now). Whatever the reason, for virtually every group we encounter, 20%—the percentage is like clockwork—are simply not interested in what we have to say.

I respect that. Our program was not designed to push an agenda or a political view. While I passionately believe that the story metaphor is universal and, with awareness, can be extraordinarily beneficial, it “works” only when the individual is willing to look hard at the major problem areas in his or her life, explore why they’re problems (up to a point; this is not psychotherapy), then meaningfully change the problem elements, be they structure or content, which are causing a profound lack of productivity, fulfillment, engagement, and sense of purpose. We work with people. We don’t stand over them and make them do something they don’t want.

Unlike many practitioners in the field of performance improvement, I do not believe you can have it all. It’s an absurd proposition. I don’t believe that every day will be a great day, that you can eliminate regret and despair and worry, that you will always be moving forward, that you will always succeed, that you won’t veer off track again. I do believe that you can have what is most important to you. And that this is achievable if you’re willing to follow the steps of the process advocated within these pages.



Who are the people who come to HPI with dysfunctional life stories that need serious editing? They are, simply put, among the smartest, most talented, most ambitious, most creative people in their communities and professional circles. Some participants even bring, or return with, spouses, friends, or parents. They tend to have lots of responsibility, they’re accountable for a great deal that goes on in their companies, they often make lots and lots of money… yet, perhaps ironically, for all their accomplishments they can’t seem to get their stories right. On the questionnaire we ask clients to fill out before they come down to Florida for our two-and-a-half-day sessions (or to the one- and two-day off-sites we conduct around the country and the world), they are asked, among other things, to write down some of the most important parts of their life story. “My father died young of emphysema,” wrote the CEO of his family’s company. Later on the questionnaire, he wrote, “I smoke two packs a day.” Still later, describing one of his goals for the now fifty-year-old company, he wrote, “On the evening celebrating our company’s seventy-fifth anniversary, I want to be able to look back on yet another quarter-century of quality, growth, and profitability.”

How can these three sentences possibly follow from each other without their author acknowledging that, taken together, they add up to utter nonsense? Especially when the author is superbly gifted in so many other areas?

“The most important thing in my life is my family,” wrote one senior VP, “and if things continue in the direction they’re going, I’m almost certainly heading for divorce and complete estrangement from my children.”

I’ll give him this much: At least he sees the car crash coming.

In The Power of Full Engagement, a book I co-authored with Tony Schwartz in 2003, I argued that one of our biggest problems is rooted in our flawed belief that simply investing time in the things we care about will generate a positive return. That belief and the story that flows from it are simply not true. We can spend time with our families, be present at dinnertime, have lunches with our direct reports, remember to call home when traveling, put in forty-five minutes on the treadmill five days a week—we can do all of it but if we’re too exhausted, too distracted, too frustrated and angry when “doing” these things, the positive return we hoped for will simply not materialize. Without investing high-quality, focused energy in the activity before you, whatever it may be, setting time aside simply takes us from absenteeism to presenteeism—a condition increasingly plaguing American business, a vague malady defined as impaired job performance because one is medically or otherwise physically or psychologically compromised. Is a worker who’s too fatigued or mentally not there for eight hours really better than no worker? How about a parent? A spouse? Time has value only in its intersection with energy; therefore, it becomes priceless in its intersection with extraordinary energy—something I call full engagement.

In what areas are you disengaged right now? Whatever the answer, you’re likely to lay a good deal of the blame for this disengagement on external facts—overwork, the time and psychic demands of dealing with aging parents, frequent travel, an unsupportive spouse, a high-maintenance team at work, not enough hours in the day, debt, a slipped disk, not my fault, out of my hands, too much to do, always on call—but such excuse-making is neither helpful nor accountable. (Funny: We enjoy the privilege of being the final author of the story we write with our life, yet we possess a marvelous capacity to give ourselves only a supporting role in the “writing” process, while ascribing the premier, dominant, true authorial role to our parents, our spouse, our kids, our boss, fate, chance, genetics, bad weather, or lousy interest rates. Anyone or anything but us appears to have more influence in moving the metaphorical pen across the paper.) Getting our stories right in life does not happen without our understanding that the most precious resource that we human beings possess is our energy. The energy principle still holds, and is crucial to ideas in this book, too; I maintain that it is at the heart of any solution not only to our individual problems but also to our collective, national ones—our health care problem, our obesity problem, our stress problem, our multi-tasking problem.

In recent years, though, I’ve come to see that, amazingly, the key to almost all of our problems, more fundamental even than poor energy management, is faulty storytelling, because it’s storytelling that drives the way we gather and spend our energy. I believe that stories—again, not the ones people tell us but the ones we tell ourselves—determine nothing less than our personal and professional destinies. And the most important story you will ever tell about yourself is the story you tell to yourself. (Mind if I repeat that? The most important story you will ever tell about yourself is the story you tell to yourself.) So, you’d better examine your story, especially this one that’s supposedly the most familiar of all. “The most erroneous stories are those we think we know best—and therefore never scrutinize or question,” said paleontologist Stephen Jay Gould. Participate in your story rather than observing it from afar; make sure it’s a story that compels you. Tell yourself the right story—the rightness of which only you can really determine, only you can really feel—and the dynamics of your energy change. If you’re finally living the story you want, then it needn’t—it shouldn’t and won’t—be an ordinary one. It can and will be extraordinary. After all, you’re not just the author of your story but also its main character, the hero. Heroes are never ordinary.

In the end, your story is not a tragedy. Nor is it a comedy or a romance or a thriller or a drama. It’s something else. What label would you give the story of your life, the most important story you will ever tell? To me, that sounds like an epic.

End of story.







Part One Old Stories



If an idiot were to tell you the same story every day for a year, you would end by believing it.

—Horace Mann










One THAT’S YOUR STORY?


Slow death.

An uglier two-word phrase it’s hard to find. But if you’re at all like the people I see in our workshops, then I’m afraid you understand the phrase all too well.

How did it come to this?

What am I doing?

Where am I going?

What do I want?

Is my life working on any meaningful level? Why doesn’t it work better?

Am I right now dying, slowly, for something I’m not willing to die for?

WHY AM I WORKING SO HARD, MOVING SO FAST, FEELING SO LOUSY?

One man I heard about was quite literally going through slow death. A senior executive at a big firm, he was home the last few weeks of his life, in the final stage of cancer, in and out of lucidity, medicated so heavily that his tongue loosened and he regularly spewed his unfiltered, apparently truest thoughts. He cursed at his wife as never before, using vile, demeaning language—all while she was caring for him day and night, knowing these were his last days on earth, the final days of their long marriage. He did the same to his kids when they visited, making an already difficult situation for them nearly intolerable, and certainly bringing them nothing remotely like peaceful closure. Mostly, though, the man’s most shocking, blistering commentary was reserved, in absentia, for his boss: vicious, intermittently coherent paroxysms of resentment and contempt for the president of his firm who, it was painfully obvious now, the dying executive blamed for most of the anger, frustration, and general rottenness he’d felt the past two decades.

Slow death. It comes in different forms. Two years ago a heart surgeon came to our institute. The first morning he had his blood work done and took a turn in the BodPod (a chamber inside which one’s lean body mass can be measured with exceptional accuracy, through the displacement of air rather than water). His results were borderline alarming—extremely elevated levels of cholesterol, glucose, blood lipids, triglycerides, C-reactive protein. He was given a copy of the results.

When his turn came to discuss the meaning of the numbers and how to approach them, the surgeon said, “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“You know what these numbers mean,” said Raquel Malo, our director of nutrition and executive training.

“Of course I do,” he snapped. “I’m a doctor!”

“What if I was your patient and I got these numbers?”

“I’d be all over you.”

“Yet you’re telling me—”

“I said I don’t want to talk about it.”

“But—”

“Change the subject or I’m on the next plane home,” he said. “Don’t bring it up again while I’m here.”

Two days later the doctor left, having done nothing to address his perilous health, or even to acknowledge there was anything to address. He returned to his thriving medical practice, where he would continue to caution patients to reduce their risk of cardiovascular disease. (Of all the demographics we see, health care providers as a group hover near the bottom in fitness and physical well-being.)

Slow death: what a harsh phrase. Is that really what’s happening to all those people, the ones who start out contented by what is good and pure in life—a simple cup of coffee, a few seemingly reasonable life goals (a nice salary, say, and one’s own home)—and who, once they’ve achieved those goals, can’t even be satisfied because they’ve already moved on to life’s next-sized latte (six-figure salary, second home, three cars), only to move on to something double-extra grande when that’s achieved, a continual supersizing that guarantees one can’t ever be fulfilled?

Okay. Not everyone I see or hear about is dying slowly. But to judge from the responses we get, workshop after workshop, year after year—and each year it gets worse—whatever it is they’re doing sure doesn’t sound fun. It doesn’t even sound like getting by. I read the frustration and disappointment in their self-evaluations and hear it in their own voices, if and when they’re comfortable enough to read aloud from their current dysfunctional story, the autobiographical narrative they attempt to write the first day at HPI, but usually don’t finish until the night before our last day together.

“Life is hard and getting harder,” read one senior VP, with a very big house, a very big salary, and dozens of direct reports. “My current life story is stagnant… On a scale of 1 [worst] to 5 [best], I’d give my health and family each a 2… My biggest feeling about myself is complete disappointment… I have virtually no energy… I’m completely addicted to cell phones and PDAs.”

“The tone of my story is cynical, sarcastic, and ironic,” read a forty-three-year-old woman who runs a successful telecom business in the Southwest. “I’m driven to achieve solely for the purpose of being able to point to the accomplishment, and the recognition I receive… I need a more positive view of my future… I do NOT embrace the idea that the story I tell about what happens is more important than what actually happens… My current life story is sad and depressing… My health is a 2, work a 3, happiness and friendship each a 2…”

“I’m deeply disappointed in myself and always extremely self-critical,” wrote a managing director in a financial services firm. “My happiness is a 1; I’m as unhappy as can be. I’m getting divorced after thirty-three years of marriage… My greatest weakness is that I don’t trust anyone anymore. The dominant theme in my life is distrust.”

I hardly think it’s overstating to call these tragic stories.

As the workshop progresses and people’s defenses start to melt away, we hear more and more of these stories. By almost any reasonable standard, these stories exemplify failure; in many cases, disaster. There is no joy to be found in them, and even precious little forward movement. In every workshop, nearly everyone has a dysfunctional story that is not working in at least one important part of his or her life: stories about how they do not interact often or well with their families; about how unfulfilling the other significant relationships in their lives are; about how—despite all that extracurricular failure—they’re not even performing particularly well at work (!), or, if they are, about how little pleasure they gain from it; about how they don’t feel very good physically and their energy is depleted.

On top of all that (isn’t that enough?), they feel guilty about their predicaments. They know, on some almost buried level, that their life is in crisis and that the crisis will not simply go away. Their company is not going to make it go away. The government is not going to make it go away. God is not going to make it go away.

And so they wake up one morning to the realization that the bad story they for so long only feared has become finally their life, their story. Not that this development is their fault. No. Nor is there a heck of a lot to be done about it.

It’s a competitive, cutthroat world out there.

God knows, I want to change but I simply can’t. I’ll get eaten up and beaten by someone who’s willing to sacrifice everything.

The world moves faster today than it did a generation ago.

Hey, at least I see my family some weekends. At least we’ve got a roof over our heads. At least I exercise twice a week.

What am I supposed to do—quit my job?

These are the facts of my life. There’s nothing I can do about them.

My life is a known quantity, so why mess with it even if it’s killing me?

Let me repeat that one: … even if it’s killing me.

As corporate consultant Annette Simmons says in her book, The Story Factor, “People don’t need new facts—they need a new story.”



Recently I conducted a seminar with thirty-two engineers from a profitable company who’d been sent to us not of their own desire—if it was up to them, it soon enough became obvious, they’d have preferred to undergo a colonoscopy and root canal simultaneously—but because the head of their division, a recent and enthusiastic attendee of the program, felt it would be useful for them and thus for the company. I could tell that the brainpower in the room, judged on sheer intellectual payload, was staggering. Each engineer had a position of considerable authority, each had several direct reports, each was veteran enough at the company to feel part of the fabric that made it what it was. Early in the session, I asked what might be done to improve their situations at work. Not a single hand went up. When I asked what they thought about their latest job evaluations, the few who spoke expressed the same general idea: They were doing about as well as they expected; there wasn’t much that would make things worse or better. It was what it was.

Over the next half hour, though, I was able to start eliciting some details. Many of them said they couldn’t pay much attention to their health because, well, there was obviously no time to exercise before or after work, and to exercise in the middle of the afternoon would feel, as one said, “almost like you’re irresponsible.”

“Is there an actual rule against it?” I asked.

“It’s unwritten,” he said. “Everyone can feel it.”

So there it was. The corporate culture was at fault. Nothing to be done about it. It was what it was.

I asked for a new show of hands: How many did get regular exercise? Four engineers out of thirty-two responded.

“They’re single,” said one of the others. Everyone laughed.

“Really?” I said. I turned to the Exercising Four. “How many of you have spouses and children?”

Three of the four raised their hands.

“You’re married with kids, yet you work out,” I said to them. “How is this possible?” I asked the three if they thought that the time they spent exercising was jeopardizing their careers, in the long term, or making it more difficult to get work done, in the short.

No, said each. “It makes me more productive,” said one.

I then asked the whole group of thirty-two how many had dinner with their family at least three nights a week. Only five did… and—what do we have here?—three of the five were the Exercisers Married with Children.

Some people just figure it out. Why them and not others?

As we continued to talk, it became apparent gradually (engineers and scientists are tough nuts) that almost everyone in this room full of high-achievers and leaders felt as if they were caught in a brutal culture, one which allowed them no breathing room, which compromised their health. Many of them said outright it was the company’s fault. But among the three who exercised and ate dinner regularly with their families, the prevailing attitude was, in the words of one, “If you have to blame the damn institution, then get out.” Another said, “Don’t be a victim. Your boss is not going to change.”

Finally, I asked a question I thought might get a robust response. “How many of you think there’s a lot of brilliance in this room?”

Every arm shot up.

“Suppose,” I said, “that your boss walked in here and said, ‘Okay, I want to use all the intelligence in this room to reverse-engineer a culture that would allow our people to take better care of themselves, to actually feel great enthusiasm and initiative about work, and to spend meaningful time with their family.’ ” I looked around the room. “What’s the chance you could come up with that?”

Again, every arm went up.

“But wait,” I said. “This new culture you’re all going to create, this one that helps you feel healthier and more connected—remember: It must continue to drive the bottom line. Is that really possible?”

“Absolutely,” said one excitedly, and I saw heads nod in agreement all around the room. “I’m certain we can do it. But no one’s ever made that proposition.”


IS YOUR COMPANY EVEN TRYING TO TELL A STORY?

We’ve examined the corporate story the worker hears. Let’s see what story the company is typically telling.

First: They need you and you need them. (Ideally, they also want you and you also want them, but that may not be part of your company’s story.) The typical company, circa early twenty-first century, is saying that the fast-paced business world being what it is—what with globalization and outsourcing and downsizing and automation and synergies and streamlining and broadband and maybe Wall Street breathing down its neck, etc.—it must make increasing demands on your life. Keep swimming or die. Which means longer hours for you, ergo less time for your family and yourself. It means holding meetings during lunch or before or after the workday proper, which essentially kills your chance to exercise and stay in shape. (And let’s just order in any food that’s fast during meetings to maximize efficiency.) Oh, right: And while all this is going on, the company—continually stressing its imperative to move forward if it is to survive at all—also demands that you frequently change directions, reinvent the very way you operate, completely alter how you conduct business.

Everyone who likes that story, raise your hand.

Older workers, in particular—those who’ve “seen it all before”—are likely to undermine the story for such a company. So, too, anyone else who fears that he or she may be relatively easy to eliminate, or may have a diminished role in the transformed company. To these employees, the story their company is telling may be exciting in the abstract, or exciting to Wall Street, but it’s potentially humiliating for them. Among these workers, suspicion, cynicism, and distrust run rampant. While the defiant worker publicly may appear vested in the change process, privately he tells himself: New thinking be damned. He works subversively to undermine the new directive. He knows that, for the new initiatives to take, everyone must embrace them. Not him. He will go through the motions but he is not going to make any real course corrections.

And so, like a dinosaur, he moves closer and closer to extinction.

The employee loses and the company loses as well. Entire organizations have been undermined by storytelling that excludes a significant portion of their workforce. Failure to align the evolving corporate story with the aspirations of the individual employees, up and down the workforce—the very ones who have been enjoined to help write that new, improved story—has systemic implications. Athletes routinely give up on playing hard for coaches they deem excessively punitive or inconsistent; the bond of their mutually aligned stories—to win a championship—is undermined because the coach’s story does not seem to allow for the inevitable particularities of any individual athlete’s story. Mutiny is not just what happens when ship captains indefensibly change or robotically stick to the rules but also when kings, CEOs, and schoolteachers do it. Organizations have been undermined by refusing to alter their story when it clearly wasn’t working. In the mid-1980s, IBM, despite growing evidence to the contrary, thought major course corrections were unnecessary. For a time, they seemed to forget that customers were part of the story, too. When there is no story alignment among the company, its workers, and whatever other forces need to be considered for the company to be profitable, the company eventually fails; its story has failed. Revenues and market share had to dwindle sufficiently before IBM finally had the painful evidence that its story was an unrealistic one. Eventually it recovered, and recovered well, but only after a long overhaul.

If alignment of stories, yours and your company’s, is to be achieved—and I believe it’s neither as lofty nor as complicated a task as it may sound—then it’s ideally generated both from top down (the company side) and bottom up (the worker’s side). But let’s not get carried away. For our purposes, we’ll presume zero input from the company.I It is, after all, corporate culture.

That means the burden to change stories is on you.




PRESENTEEISM

There is a story that business leaders have perpetuated for generations, a story still largely being told today, a story that is, frankly, insane. This story says that the worker’s physical body is not business-relevant.

When it comes to physical health and well-being, our clients are for the most part broken. Top-level managers, mid-level, everyone. Regardless of what they may say, most companies don’t consider it significant that their workers are physical wrecks, or that this might impact their profitability. Amazingly, only one business school I know of—the University of Michigan’s Ross School of Business, which has done physical/health assessments of every one of its MBA candidates (blood work, lean body mass measurements, etc.) and designed research projects to evaluate the influence of physical condition on performance—is bothering to test this proposition.

Yet if we go by the bottom line, then the biggest single crisis facing American business today is inarguably related to health care; more pointedly, it’s stress-related—or, as I prefer to call it, disengagement-related. According to a USA Today survey, one in six U.S. employees is so overworked that his or her annual vacation time doesn’t get used up despite the fact that Americans already get the most meager vacation time in the industrialized world—half as much as Sweden, and considerably less even than Japan and Korea. Thirty-four percent of workers reported that their jobs were so pressing they had zero downtime at work; 32% ate lunch while working; 32% never left the building once they arrived; 14% felt company management promoted only those who regularly worked late; 19% felt pressure to work when sick or injured; 17% said it was hard to leave work or take time off in an emergency; 8% thought they would be fired or demoted if they became seriously ill. In another survey, work-related stress is cited for inspiring these behaviors: yelling at co-workers (29%), sleep problems (34%), being driven to alcohol (11%), to smoke excessively (16%), and to eat chocolate (26%). Many workers said they were “a physical wreck”; 62% complained of work-related neck or back pain, 44% said they suffered from stressed-out eyes, 38% complained of hand pain. One study implicated stress in 60% to 90% of all work-related medical problems. Another said that 75% of employees believe on-the-job stress is greater now than a generation ago. Another established a link between stress and heart disease. Another concluded that “workplace health and productivity are inextricably linked.” Another found a relationship between physical inactivity and cognitive decline “across every group.” Obesity is everywhere, as is hypertension, diabetes, alcoholism, divorce. One senior manager confessed to me that he smoked pot in his office just to get through the day. In the last decade the number of workers who call in sick due to stress has tripled, accounting now for one-in-five last-minute no-shows. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, employees who take time off from work because of stress, anxiety, or a related disorder are out an average of twenty business days. It is estimated that 20% to 40% of American workers quit their jobs because of stress.

Then there’s the vast numbers of workers who show up for work—are present rather than absent—but do so in a fog. In fact, “presenteeism”—impaired performance on the job because of a medical or psychological condition—appears to be a much costlier problem than its productivity-reducing counterpart, absenteeism, and potentially more lethal to the organization because it’s not as obvious.

How much does all this cost?

Dow Chemical, which employs 43,000 people, estimates its annual employee health-related costs at $635 million, more than half of which can be attributed to the indirect costs associated with presenteeism. The Harvard Business Review estimates that presenteeism can cut individual productivity by one-third or more; “many companies’ greatest health-related expense,” they say, “is the almost invisible decline in productivity resulting from employee health problems, including common ailments such as allergies and headaches.” Some employers have estimated that performance loss leads to costs three, five, or ten times more than the direct cost of health treatment. In 2000, the estimated cost to corporate America due to illness related to poor nutrition and obesity was $47 billion. Kent Peterson, past president of the American College of Occupational Medicine, put the annual cost that American business pays because of poor health at $1 trillion, which includes the direct cost of medical benefits as well as ill health’s impact on productivity. Other studies have shown that stress adds to the cost of doing business not just because of absenteeism and halfhearted work but also because of increased workers compensation claims, litigation (the company ignores stress-related problems at its peril), grievances, higher turnover rate, on-the-job accidents, poor time management, resistance to change, errors in judgment and action, conflict and interpersonal problems, and an increase in customer complaints. (Stressed-out employees virtually guarantee a profitability crisis: According to a study by Reichheld and Sasser of over one hundred companies, a 5% reduction in customer defection translates into anywhere from 30% to 85% increase in profitability.)

How’s that for a bottom line?

Some companies, of course, understand perfectly the profound cost of health care and have dealt with it by… taking their businesses offshore, where their responsibility to contribute to employee well-being is far less than what it is in this country. Yet there’s no real running away from the problem, which is, at its core, cultural.

For years, with relatively few exceptions across many industries, business considered the physical health and well-being of its employees a personal, private issue. At work, employees are generally reluctant to take care of themselves; to do so is largely counterculture. Even on-site wellness centers and corporate fitness initiatives often go massively underused because workers fear that to avail themselves of the facilities suggests a lack of commitment to the company; from the company side, the wellness center is, cynically, viewed not as an investment (in its people and thus in itself) but an expense. Even a write-off.

And the individual can exercise after work, right? Well, not really. To do so suggests you’re a bad family man or woman. And if you take a break midmorning or midafternoon, when everyone’s circadian rhythms make them less productive anyway? Slacker. And if—heaven forbid—you leave early on Wednesdays to see your child’s soccer game? Irresponsible.

Yet if extraordinary physical energy—which directly influences emotional, mental, and even spiritual energy—is the very thing needed for extraordinary productivity, then how can business ignore the demands that the human body makes every day? If you asked a hundred CEOs, “Are happier, healthier employees more productive employees?” I doubt you’d find one to disagree. “Absolutely,” they’d say. “A no-brainer.” Yet as Michael O’Donnell, editor-in-chief of the American Journal of Health Promotion, says, “most companies spend more on carpet than they do on [employee health and well-being].”

I’ve worked for years in a field where the participant’s physical well-being is never underemphasized: world-class athletics. When dealing with top athletes, it would be unthinkable, of course, to remove the body from the overall equation. Every athlete develops a reverence for his or her body because it is perceived to be indispensable to achieving success (telling a successful story). It would be absurd for me to say to one of my clients from the NBA or the PGA or the WTA, “Hey, ninety percent of success is mental anyway, so let’s skip the physical conditioning.” Or if we said to one of the FBI anti-terrorist teams or physicians or air-traffic controllers we’ve worked with, “It’s not important how much you sleep or what you eat or if you ever take recovery breaks. Just focus, assess, and react with maximum precision. And thanks for fighting the war on terror / saving lives / helping to land jets.”

It makes no sense, right? Then does it really make sense to expect people in other fields to perform at their best if the body is largely ignored, even abused?

The cost of this “story” I’ve just outlined is profound and widespread and shouldered by both the company and its individuals; for the individual, the cost is often tragic. The problem is not simply going to go away. Organizations thrive when their people are energized, engaged, nimble, and responsive, yet few organizations, sad to say, can possibly thrive when the energy reserves of their workforce become chronically depleted. When workers are focused on basic physical survival, then excellence, innovation, speed, and productivity become secondary concerns.

Since I’ve been kicking the corporate world in the teeth for several pages now, it’s time to turn our attention to ourselves. If you’re one of those workers with just enough energy to claw to survive, perhaps it’s time to look at the story you’ve created and the direction it’s taking you in the only life you have.




OLD STORIES

With relatively few variations, people tell stories about basically five major subjects.


	Work

	Family

	Health

	Happiness

	FriendshipsII




By asking yourself basic questions about how you feel about what you do and how you conduct yourself—and by trying honestly to answer them, of course—you begin to identify the dynamics of your story.


Your Story Around Work

Work is not a choice for most of us, yet while we may have little to say about having to work we often have lots to say about its meaning. And because more than half our waking life is consumed by work, how we frame this story is critical to our chance for overall fulfillment and happiness.

How do you characterize your relationship to work? Is it a burden or a joy? Clock-in/clock-out, deep fulfillment, or addiction? What compels you to get up every day and go to work? The money? Is the driving force increased prestige, power, social status? A sense of intrinsic fulfillment? The contribution you’re making? Is it an end in itself or a means to something else? Do you feel forced to work or called to work? Are you completely engaged at work? How much of your talent and skill are fully ignited? What’s the dominant tone—inspired? challenged? disappointed? trapped? overwhelmed? Does the story you currently tell about work take you where you want to go in life? If your story about work isn’t working, what story do you tell yourself to justify it, especially given the tens of thousands of hours it consumes?

Suppose you didn’t need the money: Would you continue to go to work every day? In the space below (or on a pad or one of the blank pages at the back of this book), write down five things about your job that, if money were no issue, you would like to continue (the camaraderie, specific responsibilities/tasks, your relationship to a colleague or mentor, having a corner office, etc.):
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Your Story Around Family

What’s your story about your family life? In the grand scheme, how important is family to you? To hear my clients tell it and to read their responses on our questionnaires, family is, far and away, the most oft-cited number one element in the average person’s life. It’s why I work so hard… Nothing is more important to me… Everything I do, I do for them. Most readers will recognize these sentiments, I suspect.

So… is your current story about family working? Is the relationship with your husband, wife, or significant other where you want it to be? Is it even close to where you want it to be? Or is there an unbridgeable gap between the level of intimacy, connection, and intensity you feel with him or her and the level you’d like to experience?

Is your story with your children working? How about your parents? Your siblings? Other family members?

If you continue on your same path, what is the relationship you’re likely to have, years from now, with each of your family members? If your story isn’t working with one or more key individuals, then what’s the story you tell yourself to allow this pattern to persist? To what extent do you blame your job for keeping you from fully engaging with your family? (Really? Your job is the reason you’re disengaged from the most important thing in your life, the people who matter most to you? How does that happen?) According to your current story, is it even possible to be fully engaged at work and also with your family?




Your Story Around Health

What’s your story about your health? What kind of job have you done taking care of yourself? What value do you place on your health, and why? If you continue on your same path, then what will be the likely health consequences? If you’re not fully engaged with your health, then what’s the story you tell yourself and others—particularly your spouse, your kids, your doctor, your colleagues, and anyone who might look up to you—that allows you to persist in this way? If suddenly you awoke to the reality that your health was gone, what would be the consequences for you and all those you care about? How would you feel if the end of your story was dominated by one fact—that you had needlessly died young?

Do you consider your health just one of several important stories about yourself but hardly toward the top? Does it crack the top three? How about the top five? If you have been overweight, or consistently putting on weight the last several years; if you smoke; if you eat poorly; if you rest infrequently and never deeply; if you rarely, if ever, exercise; if you regularly take loads of medication or other types of drugs; if you have a family medical condition whose occurrence or severity might reasonably be diminished, perhaps even avoided altogether, by taking better care of yourself… what is the story you tell yourself that explains how you deal, or don’t deal, with these issues? Is it a story with any rhyme or reason? Do you believe that spending time exercising or otherwise taking care of yourself, particularly during the workday, sets a negative example for others (it’s selfish, lazy, unprofessional, shows misaligned priorities)? Do you hope your children will emulate the story you’re telling about health?

Given your physical being and the way you present yourself, do you think the story you’re telling is the same one that others are hearing? Could it be vastly different, when seen through their eyes?

Think to a time when you were very ill, so sapped of energy that you didn’t even feel like reading a book in bed. Do you remember any promises you made to yourself while lying in bed? As in, “I don’t ever want to feel this way again. If and when I regain my health, I’m going to…”? Write down three promises you made:
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Your Story Around Happiness

What’s your story about your happiness? How would you rate your happiness over the last six months? Is your answer acceptable to you? According to your story, how important is happiness and how do you go about achieving it? Are you clear about where or how happiness might be realized for you? If there is something out there—some activity, some person—that dependably brings you happiness, how long has it been since you encountered it or her or him? What do you think is the connection, if any, between engagement and happiness? If your level of happiness is not where you want it to be, then what’s the story you tell yourself that explains why it’s not happening at this point in your life? If you continue on the same trajectory, then what kind of happiness do you expect is likely in your future, short-term and long?

Do you consider your own happiness an afterthought? An indulgence? A form of selfishness? Have you removed joy—joy, as opposed to contentment—from the spectrum of emotions you expect and wish to experience during the remainder of your life?

Jot down ten moments/occasions during the last thirty days where you experienced joy.
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Your Story Around Friends

What’s your story about friendship? According to your story, how important are friends? How fully engaged are you with them? (That is, don’t calculate in your mind simply how often you see them but what you do and how you are when you’re together.) If close friendships are important to you, yet they are clearly not happening in your life, what is the story you tell yourself that obstructs this from happening?

In what way, if any, might friendships be connected to health and happiness for you? To what extent are friendships important to your realizing what you need and want from life? If you have few or no friends, why is that? Is this a relatively recent development—that is, something that’s happened since you got married, for example, or had a family, or got more consumed by work, or got promoted, or got divorced, or experienced a significant loss, or moved away from your hometown?

When you think of your closest friendships over the last five years, can you say any of them has grown and deepened? According to a Gallup poll, people who have a best friend at work are seven times more likely to be engaged in their job, get more done in less time, have fewer accidents and are more likely to innovate and share new ideas. An employee’s satisfaction jumps by almost 50% when he or she has a close relationship at the workplace. (And if your best friend has a healthy diet, you are five times more likely to eat healthy yourself.)

Suppose you had no friends—what would that be like? This may seem like a morbid exercise but write down three ways in which being completely friendless might make your life poorer (no one to turn to in times of crisis and celebration, no one to mourn your passing, etc.).
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