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Introduction

The Dilemma

One of the major issues plaguing human potential in the corporate world today is work-life balance. The term was first introduced twenty years ago and is likely to go down as one of the great corporate blunders of our time. While the work-life balance discussion was introduced with the very best of intentions—namely, to help people deal with the mounting pressures surrounding both personal and professional life in the modern world—in many ways the idea never had a chance because the term itself was fatally flawed.

The future of an organization and the potential of its employees are intertwined; their destinies are linked. An organization can only become the-best-version-of-itself to the extent that the people who drive that organization are becoming better-versions-of-themselves. To the extent that a CEO, an executive team, and a group of managers and employees explore  their potential as individuals, so too will an organization explore its potential.

Think about it. Is your work part of your life? Of course it is. But when companies started asking employees if they had work-life balance, they separated work from the rest of an employee’s life. They were essentially saying, “Your work isn’t part of your life!” Now, the average person spends more time working each day than doing anything else. So it should be no surprise that employees didn’t respond too favorably to the work-life balance questions on employee satisfaction surveys and began to demand more and more work-life balance. This always equates to working less. I am not aware of a single employee who has approached his manager and said, “I don’t have work-life balance. I really feel that in order to solve the problem I need to work more.”

The work-life balance conversation that has dominated the corporate landscape for almost two decades implies that work and life are separate. In this way, we set work and life against each other, and the thought that follows is that you are either working too much and living too little or vice versa. The term itself diminishes our ability to make the case that work can be a richly rewarding part of a person’s life and should in many ways be personal.

You cannot separate the personal and professional aspects of an individual’s life. You can consider them separately to gain insight, but the practical separation of the two is impossible.  They are intimately linked. If I come to work today and my wife is sick at home, I will be a little distracted and disengaged. If I wasn’t, I would not be a good husband, and if that is the case, I am probably also not as good an employee as I could be. In the same way, if I successfully complete a great project at work today, I will be filled with a very positive energy and I will take that buoyant energy home to my wife and family. It is impossible to completely separate the personal from the professional; they are deeply intertwined.

There are some events in our lives that are personal and others that are professional. But you do not have two lives, one personal and one professional. You have one life that has personal and professional aspects, and these aspects have an incredible influence on each other. Having a baby is incredibly personal, but it affects your professional life. The death of a loved one is deeply personal, but it affects your professional life. Meeting your quarterly targets is overwhelmingly a professional matter, but it affects your personal life. Attracting a new customer or team member to your company is entirely professional, but the quest to do so will affect your personal life.

After twenty years of the work-life balance conversation, people are tired and frustrated. They have tried repeatedly to acquire the illusive work-life balance and have failed. Companies have spent tens of millions of dollars on programs, many employees have made valiant efforts to establish some sense of work-life balance, and we don’t seem to have shifted the dial.  In fact, according to Newsweek 70 percent of employees say they have less work-life balance today than they did ten years ago. Realizing their missteps, some companies have renamed work-life balance as “work-life effectiveness.” But the essential dilemma remains: corporations have failed to teach employees to effectively manage the various demands of personal and professional life, and employees have not found another way to learn them.

Having examined the issue extensively, I have come to the conclusion that people don’t really need or want balance. As an idea, balance sounds desirable, but before we started discussing work-life balance I am not sure there was any great epidemic of people lying awake at night thinking to themselves, “I need balance. I want balance. Balance is the solution to all my problems.” And even today, when people say they want more work-life balance, if you delve a little further and get people talking about what that balance looks like, you will discover that what they want has very little to do with balance.

So, what is it that people need and want? People need and want a satisfying experience of life. Over the past three years I have asked more than ten thousand respondents, “If you had to choose between balance and satisfaction, which would you choose?” Not a single respondent chose balance over satisfaction. People want to live deeply satisfying lives both personally and professionally. They want to know that both are possible at the same time. They want to be told that they don’t have to sacrifice their personal priorities on the altar of corporate America in order to have a satisfying career. People want personal and professional satisfaction (PPS).

Here again, in the quest for satisfaction, we discover that the personal and the professional are deeply linked. It doesn’t matter how satisfying the personal aspects of your life are, if you are miserable at work, that misery will spill over and create dissatisfaction that affects you both personally and professionally.

So where do we go from here? The answer was always right before us. The forum in which the work-life balance discussion emerged was the employee satisfaction survey. It was always about satisfaction. That’s what people yearn for. Sometimes that satisfaction comes from working an eighty-hour week, and sometimes it comes from lying on a beach for a few days completely unplugged from the world of work. But most of the time, living a life that is deeply satisfying requires a strategy, daily attention, self-awareness, and discipline.

Our work-life balance efforts always lacked a comprehensive strategy. We threw a bunch of ideas and tools at people and expected them to formulate a practical strategy. The results now clearly demonstrate that most people are incapable of doing that. Interestingly, we often do the same thing in the area of professional work. We throw a bunch of ideas and tools at people and expect them to come up with a feasible strategy and then to work the strategy responsibly. We assume people are capable of this—many are not. We assume that people will  approach their work strategically—most do not. Whether it is creating personal and professional satisfaction or delivering quarterly targets, people need a system.

Systems drive behaviors. Certain behaviors lead to certain outcomes. If you know what outcome you desire, the next step is to identify what type of behaviors will produce that outcome. Then all that is left is to build a system that supports and encourages those behaviors.

There are many things a company can and should do to help its employees pursue satisfying lives. First and foremost is to provide a comprehensive system that drives personal and professional satisfaction. It makes sense for a company to do these things purely from a position of self-interest. Employees who approach their lives strategically are more likely to approach their work strategically. Satisfied employees are more productive, they are more creative, and they provide superior customer service. But the primary responsibility for creating a satisfying life rests with the individual.

The promise of this book is to help you design and build a more satisfying life in both the personal and professional arenas. We will do this together by approaching our lives with the strategy and rigor with which the very best companies in the world approach business. The result is a personalized system that you will be able to apply to your life, year after year, to drive higher levels of satisfaction. If you are faithful to the system, I promise you this book will change your life.




Prologue

 The Fisherman

Once upon a time there was an investment banker. He lived in New York City, was phenomenally successful, and made a ton of money. But his life was busy, noisy, and very stressful.

So, once a year, he would leave the city and go down to a small coastal village in Mexico. For two weeks he would rest, relax, and allow himself to be rejuvenated.

One day he was standing on the pier just before lunch, looking out to sea, when he noticed a small fishing boat coming in to dock. He thought this was a little strange because most of the fishermen stayed out late into the afternoon so they could catch as many fish as possible before coming in and preparing the fish for market.

Curiosity overcame him. So he walked over to where the fishing boat was about to dock. Looking into the boat, he saw just one fisherman and several large yellowfin tuna.

“How long did it take you to catch those fish?” he said to the fisherman.

“Not very long,” the fisherman replied with a smile.

“Is there something wrong with your boat?” the American asked.

“Oh, no,” the fisherman said. “In thirteen years I have never had a problem with the boat.”

The American was a little perplexed, so he asked the fisherman, “Why don’t you stay out there longer and catch more fish?”

The fisherman smiled again and said, “This is plenty here for my family right now. Some of the fish we can eat, and the others we can sell or trade for the other things we need.”

“But it’s not even lunchtime. What do you do with the rest of your time?”

“In the morning,” the fisherman explained, “I like to sleep late. When I wake I fish a little, mostly just for the pleasure of fishing. In the afternoon I play with my children and take siesta with my wife. In the evenings I have dinner with my family. And then, when my children are sleeping, I stroll into the village, where I sip wine and play guitar with my friends.”

The American scoffed and said, “I’m a Harvard MBA and I can help you.”

The fisherman was a little skeptical, but nonetheless he obliged and asked, “How?”

“You should fish longer every day,” the American counseled,  “late into the afternoon. This way you will catch more fish and make more money, and you can buy a bigger boat. With the bigger boat you will catch even more fish and make even more money, and then you can buy another boat and hire another man to work the second boat.”

“But what then?” the fisherman inquired.

“Oh, we are just getting started! With two boats you’ll catch even more fish and make even more money, and before you know it, you’ll have a whole fleet of boats and every man in the village looking for work will come to you.”

“But what then?” the fisherman asked.

“Before too long, you can cut out the middleman, sell your fish direct to the cannery, and make more money. As your fleet of boats continues to expand, you can build your own cannery. And before you know it, you’ll be able to leave this small coastal village, move to Mexico City, and manage your expanding enterprise.”

“But what then?” the fisherman persisted.

“Well, then you can begin to ship your fish to different parts of the world. Down into Asia and Australia and up into North America. And as demand grows for your fish, you can leave Mexico City, move to Los Angeles, open a distribution plant there, and begin to ship your fish to Europe and every corner of the globe.”

“But what then?” the fisherman asked again.

The American continued, “By then your business will be  one of the great ventures of the industry. You can move to New York City and manage your empire from the epicenter of the business world.”

“How long will all this take?” the fisherman asked.

“Twenty-five, maybe thirty years,” the banker explained.

“But what will I do then?” the fisherman asked.

The American’s eyes lit up like a Christmas tree. “That’s the best part,” he said. “When the time is just right, you can go down to Wall Street, list your business as a public company, offer an IPO, and make millions and millions of dollars.”

“Millions?” the fisherman asked.

“More money than you ever dreamed you could earn in ten lifetimes,” the American explained.

“But what then?” the fisherman asked.

The American didn’t know what to say. He had reached his climax. He was stumped. But then a thought crossed his mind and triggered an idea, and he turned once more to the fisherman and spoke.

“Well, then you could move to a small coastal village.... You could sleep late.... You could fish just for the pleasure of fishing.... In the afternoons you could take siesta with your wife.... In the evenings you could have dinner with your family . . . and then you could stroll into the village and sip wine and play guitar with your friends. . . .”




1

 The Best Way to Live

If I told you that you could have the life of the fisherman, would you believe me? Perhaps you would, perhaps you wouldn’t, and perhaps you would like to but would doubt me nonetheless. Maybe you would think it a ridiculous proposition and dismiss it immediately as nonsense. Or maybe you would become curious about the possibilities. Take a moment to think about it. Is it possible that you could have the life of the fisherman in the story?

The answer is yes. I am confident that you could have the fisherman’s life if you really wanted it. But I don’t think you really want it. You might enjoy it for two or three weeks, but that’s a vacation, and vacations are not life. Then again, maybe you don’t really want the life you have right now, so you figure the fisherman’s life has to be better. That’s a dangerous assumption,  but at least it shines a light on your dissatisfaction—and from time to time it is good to get in touch with our dissatisfaction.




The Life You Really Want 

When was the last time you sat down and really thought about it? A couple of years ago I went for my annual physical. I knew I could stand to lose a few pounds, but I felt perfectly healthy. A few hours later I was at my local hospital having a variety of scans, and the next morning my doctor was telling me I had cancer.

I looked healthy. I felt healthy. But I had cancer. I was thirty-five years old and I remember driving home from the doctor’s office wondering . . . “Is this real? What does this really mean? How serious is this? Are the doctors telling me the whole story or trying to keep me in good spirits?”

Getting cancer turned out to be one of the best things that ever happened to me. You see, even though I consider myself a fairly introspective person and spend a lot of time pondering life’s big questions, life was quickly and unconsciously getting away from me. Both personally and professionally I was coasting.

Over the next few months, throughout the process of surgery and treatments, I began to really think about the life I truly wanted to live. I quickly realized that I had been dating an incredible woman for four years and that it was time to embrace  a life with her. I also realized that my work needed to change, not so much what I did as how I did it. Mostly I came to the realization that I had not been approaching my life very strategically. Subconsciously or, worse than that, unconsciously, I was approaching life with a “let’s see what happens” attitude. This is a wonderful, childlike attitude, but when we are at our best we mix it with an equal portion of let’s see what we can make happen.

Let’s see what we can make happen. Not necessarily with your latest project at work, but with your life. Let’s explore what is possible. Not in relation to your newest client, but when it comes to your marriage and family, your hobbies and interests, your passions and dreams.

So, let’s start to think about the life you really want. I find the best way to do this is to ponder a few questions. You may choose to read straight through these questions and straight through to the end of the chapter, and that’s fine. But I would encourage you to come back to these questions at different times in the coming days and weeks and spend a little time pondering each. It is my hope that they will help you explore what is possible.

1. What do you like about your life as it is today?
2. What don’t you like about your life as it is today?
3. Do you feel trapped by any of the things that you don’t like about your life today?
4. If you went to the doctor next week and he told you that you were dying and had one year to live, what would you do for the next year?
5. If you inherited $10 billion, what would you do with the rest of your life, and what would you do with the money?
6. What is holding you back from the life you really want?
7. If you could change three things about your life, what would they be?
It is too easy to let another week, month, year slip by without really thinking about the life we want to live. It is too easy to just let life happen to us. We don’t sit down often enough and think about how we are living. We continue to spend more time planning our annual vacations than we spend planning our lives. This has to change if we are to enjoy immense satisfaction personally and professionally. You can stumble into a moderately satisfying life, but to sustain and increase that satisfaction requires a strategic approach and some real work. The promise of this book is that you can be the architect of a life that is both personally and professionally satisfying. But in order to design and build such a life for yourself, you will need to approach this task with the rigor and commitment the best companies in the world use to approach the development of a new product.

There are many different ways you could live your life. Your talents, personality, and relationships make many lives possible. There are many paths you can choose to follow both personally and professionally. You don’t have to settle for the life you stumbled into.




Every Life Has a Cost 

The story about the fisherman and his life is a beautiful story, but a lot has been left out. The fisherman’s life comes at a cost. Every life comes at a cost. Your life and mine come at a cost. Every choice we make eliminates other options, and those other options are part of the cost involved in the life we choose to live. The fisherman’s life comes at a cost that I very much doubt you are willing to pay. I know I am not. That doesn’t make us weak people. I suspect the reason why we are not willing to pay the price is because when all the cards are on the table, we don’t really want the fisherman’s life. So, let’s take a closer look at the fisherman’s life.

The fisherman doesn’t have electricity, a phone, or access to the Internet. He doesn’t own a single consumer product, doesn’t have a 401(k) plan, and has no heating or air-conditioning. He has never been to a dentist and has no health plan; he has no bank account, never eats out at restaurants, and has no education beyond the fourth grade. He doesn’t have a car, he has no  television, and his wife makes most of his clothes. He has never traveled the world and is never likely to. In fact, he has never even been to Mexico City.

I assure you, you could have his life. The fisherman’s lifestyle costs him less than $125 a month. To put that into perspective, if you invested $30,000 and received an annual return of 5 percent ($1,500), you could support the fisherman’s lifestyle . . . even if you never caught a fish. But the bigger questions are, Do you really want his life? Would it be good for you? Would that life engage your talents and abilities in meaningful ways? Would you be satisfied? Furthermore, if you went home tonight and told your spouse that you wanted to start a new life, abandon the so-called rat race and model your new life on that of the fisherman in the story, how would he or she respond? If you have children, how would they feel about it?

If you really want the life of the fisherman, and you have $30,000 in the bank, or $30,000 worth of equity in your home, or $45,000 in your 401(k) (the government is going to want tax and penalties), please go off and get that life. If you don’t have the $30,000 and you are willing to risk what you do have on your fishing ability, please go off and pursue that life. If you don’t have the $30,000 and you are not willing to risk it all on your ability to fish, then please get busy earning and saving the $30,000 so that you can go off and pursue the life that you think is going to bring you satisfaction.

But I really don’t think you want the life of the fisherman.  You probably wouldn’t mind something halfway between the life you have today and the life of the fisherman. At least that’s what most of us probably tell ourselves, because it is a measured response. Truth is, it is too early to tell. You may be closer than you think to the life you really want or you may be much further away than most. Discovering what will lead to the most satisfying life for you is what this book is about.

The story of the fisherman makes us stop and reflect upon the life we are living. It shines a light on the dissatisfaction in our lives, and while we may want a life a little more like the fisherman’s life, the real question is, what are we willing to do—and to give up—in order to have it? The life you desire is there for the taking, but it comes at a cost. Life, like business, hinges on the successful allocation of scarce resources.




Get in Touch with Your Dissatisfaction 

What the story of the fisherman really does is put us in touch with our dissatisfaction. We all have dissatisfaction, and getting in touch with it is a good thing. Identifying aspects of personal and professional dissatisfaction is critical, and if the work-life balance conversation has done anything it has certainly helped people to get in touch with their dissatisfaction. But once we are in touch with it, we usually tell ourselves that it is unavoidable or that radical changes would be required to improve our  lives in any meaningful way. More often than not we tend to fantasize about some impossible version of the fisherman’s life as the solution to our dissatisfaction, but do nothing about it.

You can do something about your dissatisfaction, and you would be surprised at how the simple process outlined in this book, consistently applied to your life, can transform a drowning sense of dissatisfaction into an incredible joy for life.

Living a more satisfying life is possible. Experiencing a deep sense of satisfaction both personally and professionally is possible—at the same time. You do not have to sacrifice personal satisfaction to have professional satisfaction—or vice versa.

You could have the life of the fisherman, and if that is what you really want, this book will help you to get it. But I’ll say it again: I don’t think you really want it. So, for you, this book will help you get in touch with your dissatisfaction, personally and professionally. It will also help you identify what matters most to you. It will help you design a life that aligns your daily activities with your values and priorities so that you can live a deeply satisfying life both personally and professionally. And that life will be even better than the fisherman’s life—for you.

What we admire about the fisherman’s life is the satisfaction it seems to bring him. We all yearn for that satisfaction.




How Is the Best Way to Live? 

Every great civilization since the beginning of time has concerned itself with a single question: how is the best way to live? This is the primary question that the great philosophers of every age have grappled with. It is the question every culture, country, generation, and individual consciously or unconsciously wrestles with. It is also the question that the whole work-life balance conversation of the past twenty years has been centered upon. But most important, it is a question you and I grapple with in a deeply personal way.

The rigor with which a person or culture approaches this single question is very telling. It is of disturbing importance to note that the present culture has virtually no interest in pursuing this question. We seem more interested in how we want to live than we are in discovering the best way to live. Likewise, we are much more interested in developing self-expression than we are in developing selves that are worth expressing. Personal preference has triumphed over the pursuit of excellence. We want what we want, and we feel entitled to what we want.

The problem with all this is that getting what we want is certainly not work-life balance, and getting what we want almost never leads to personal and professional satisfaction. The reason is that very few people have the requisite self-knowledge to want the right things. As we grow and gain this self-knowledge we begin to want what we need because we discover that the  fulfillment of our legitimate needs is more likely to lead to lasting happiness in a changing world than the reckless pursuit of whimsical desires.

The desire to get what we want is usually tied much more to a pleasure principle than it is to any lasting satisfaction. Too often pleasure and satisfaction are confused. The very reason Mick Jagger “can’t get no satisfaction” is that he has confused pleasure with satisfaction. Many people approach the work-life balance quest in the same way.

The fundamental difference between pleasure and satisfaction is that pleasure cannot be sustained beyond the activity producing it. When we eat we feel pleasure; when we stop eating the pleasure stops. That’s why we don’t stop eating. We’re not hungry. In fact, 75 percent of the time when we are eating we are not hungry—but we love the pleasure of eating.

Satisfaction is very different. Consider this example. You come home from work and it is your day to work out. You don’t feel like exercising and would rather collapse in front of the television, but you force yourself to work out. Interestingly, whenever we get done working out we are always glad we did—even if we had to force ourselves. That’s satisfaction. Satisfaction can be sustained beyond the activity producing it. The people, places, things, and activities that have brought satisfaction to my life continue to satisfy me, while those that bring only pleasure to my life leave me with an unquenchable  yearning for more of the same. Addiction is wanting more and more of something that brings less and less satisfaction. In many ways we have become addicted to pleasure, to getting what we want, and the cost is always genuine satisfaction. It is a mistake to think that pleasure and satisfaction go hand in hand. I can look back on projects that challenged me to my very core, some of which involved real misery, and feel genuinely satisfied. This satisfaction is much more important than enjoying our work—though combining both is optimal. But if I have to choose between enjoying my work and gaining real satisfaction from my work, I will choose satisfaction. In fact, I suspect there are a great many things that we would set aside if we had to choose between them and a deep and abiding satisfaction.

Outside the paradigm in which we want what we need and what is best for us, getting what we want never leads to the satisfaction we thought it would. Every one of us has experienced the letdown of accomplishing something or obtaining something and then realizing it to be empty and hollow, devoid of the satisfaction we thought it would be brimming with.

The work-life balance discussion was corporate America’s attempt to answer the timeless question “How is the best way to live?” But I am not sure the corporate world is qualified to answer it. I don’t mean that as a criticism in any way. A corporation cannot answer the question because in some ways the  answer is different for everyone. Besides, surely each of us is responsible for asking and answering the question ourselves.




The Three Philosophies of Our Age 

Everybody has a philosophy; whether or not we are able to articulate it in conversation or in writing is irrelevant, because we articulate it with our words and actions on a daily basis. Our present culture idolizes three practical philosophies that are eating away at the very fabric of our workforce and culture, our relationships, and our lives.

The first of these practical philosophies is individualism. When most people today are faced with a decision, the question that seems to dominate their inner dialogue is, “What’s in it for me?” This question is the creed of individualism, which is based on an all-consuming concern for self. In the present climate, the most dominant trend governing the decision-making process is individualism.

Have you ever tried to work with a team where all its members were rugged individualists? Have you ever tried to manage an individualist?

No community, whether it is as small as a team or as large as a nation, can grow strong with this attitude. Individualism always weakens the community and causes the whole to suffer. In every instance it is a cancerous growth.

The fruits of individualism are no secret to any of us: greed, selfishness, and exploitation. What would become of a family, a team, or a nation in which each member adopted individualism as his or her own personal philosophy? Over time it would grow apart and fall apart.

This naked individualism is only furthered by the present generation’s assertion that pleasure is the supreme good. This assertion unmasks hedonism as the second philosophical mark of our age. Hedonism is the philosophy that emphasizes pleasure as the ultimate goal of life. The motto, the creed, the catch cry of the hedonist is, “If it feels good, do it!”

Have you ever tried to work with a team in which everyone wanted to do only what was enjoyable?

Under the guise of a supposedly newfound freedom, this ancient impostor has seduced and deceived present generations. This is the great paradox regarding the philosophical marks of our age. The people who promote them represent them as new and different, but if we undress these philosophies we quickly discover that the present cultural environment is based on failed ideologies of the past. We mistakenly believe that these philosophies are new and different. But if we scratch just beneath the surface and look a little deeper, we will discover that the cultures that first employed these philosophies, or have since adopted them, can all trace their decline to them.

Whenever hedonism emerged as a dominant practical philosophy in other cultures and subcultures, it produced men and  women who were lazy, lustful, and gluttonous. Furthermore, hedonism has been a contributing factor to the demise of every culture and subculture in which it has figured significantly. The Roman Empire is a perfect example.

Hedonism is not an expression of freedom; it is a passport to enslavement by a thousand cravings and addictions. And in the end it produces not pleasure but despair.

The third philosophical mark of our age perfectly complements the greed of individualism and the lust of hedonism in the demise of human character. Accompanying these other modern creeds—whose central tenets are “What’s in it for me?” and “If it feels good, do it!”—is the creed of minimalism. The minimalist is always asking, “What is the least I can do?”

A minimalist is always seeking to exert the minimum effort and receive the maximum reward. Consciously or subconsciously, people everywhere seem to be asking, “What is the least I can do and still keep my job? What is the least I can do and still get reasonable grades in school? What is the least I can do and still keep my marriage alive? What is the least I can do and still stay physically fit? What is the least I can do . . . ?”

Minimalism is the enemy of excellence and the father of mediocrity. It is one of the greatest philosophical diseases of our age. Minimalism has infected every aspect of our lives and society and, tragically, it is also one of the philosophical diseases that is eating away at the corporate culture.

It is within the philosophical realms of individualism, hedonism, and minimalism that most people make the majority of their decisions every day. It is therefore not difficult to see that managing people is becoming increasingly difficult. And individualism, hedonism, and minimalism all lead to decreasing levels of satisfaction in a person’s life. With all this in mind, we shouldn’t be surprised that most people are not able to design a sustainable work-life balance framework for themselves.

Any community that adopts these philosophies, whether that community is a team, a family, a company, or a nation, does so at its own peril. A philosophy is a way of life. Individualism, hedonism, and minimalism will destroy every individual and community that practices them. They are ultimately self-destructive philosophies that destroy body, heart, mind, and soul.

The crisis of the modern world is a crisis of ideas. Ideas shape our lives and the world. Thought determines action. It would not be too soon for us to learn that ideas have very real consequences.

These philosophies are little more than lazy attempts to answer the question “How is the best way to live?”




The Random List 

Many people, perhaps most, have some random ideas about the best way to live. These random ideas rarely reflect any comprehensive strategy. If you search Google for “the best way to live,” you come up with all sorts of weird and wonderful perspectives. I found one great list, at Bestuff.com, which invites people to vote on the items. Here is the list, in order of most to least votes.

 

The best way to live . . .

• With an open mind
• Doing what you want, when you want, and not having to answer to anyone
• Never losing sight of what’s really important
• Being an individual
• Living instead of existing
• Laughing at yourself
• Writing stories
• Dressing uniquely
• Not giving up hope
• Positive thinking
• Lying in grass, looking for shapes in the clouds
• Living for today but planning for tomorrow
• Believing in the ones who deserve it the most
• Getting lost in music
• Being spontaneous
• Being strange
• Dancing
• Being alone
• Living a bold life
• Vanity
• Unending curiosity
• Living on a farm
• Living it up

I found it interesting that, of the thousands of people who had voted, three times as many chose “doing what you want, when you want, and not having to answer to anyone” as the best way to live than “never losing sight of what’s really important.” In essence they are saying, “It’s okay to lose sight of what’s important as long as you get to do what you want.” How would that mind-set work for your team or company or family?

What I find most interesting from the list is the lack of comprehensive strategy. The list is random. But the majority of the individual items are also quite random. The truth is, most people approach their lives quite randomly, and yet we often expect them to approach their work strategically. This is one of the great disconnects of the modern corporate world. It is unreasonable to expect an employee to do something for the business that he is not willing to do for his life. It would be a mistake for me to hire someone to balance my books and do my accounting if that person could not balance her own checkbook.

Learning to live strategically is the first step toward working strategically, and most people in the workforce today lack this fundamental life skill. It doesn’t make them bad people. They were never taught. But it is in the best interest of every company to train their employees to live strategically. In fact, it can be argued that all other training is a waste of time, effort, and resources, until we are taught to live strategically.




A More Strategic Approach 

The reason we don’t train employees to live strategically is that we consider this skill to be a personal matter. Maybe it is, but that personal matter is having an enormous impact on our professional capacity . . . and on our organizations. So again we discover that the ties between the personal and professional are undeniable. For similar reasons, in corporate culture we avoid the question “How is the best way to live?” On one hand, we say it is a personal matter. This is true, but it is a personal matter that has tremendous impact on the organization. On the other hand, we say that the answer to this question is different for everyone. That is only partially true.

Certainly we cannot consider the question “How is the best way to live?” in a vacuum, but in a real place and time, for a specific person, with roles and responsibilities, needs, hopes, and desires. With this in mind we tend to leap straight to the conclusion that the best way to live is different for everyone. But is it? The answer, I think, is yes and no. A more strategic approach to this ageless question has to consider what is common to everyone before we leap to what is unique to each individual.

On some level the best way to live is the same for all of us. I would like to propose three principles common to all men and women of goodwill.




The First Principle 

The first principle is simply this: you are here to become the-best-version-of-yourself. It would seem clear that you are not here to become a second-rate-version-of-yourself. Nor are you here to be another version of your parents, teachers, friends, or siblings. At some very basic foundational level you are here to be yourself. Being yourself is much more difficult than most would suppose, however, because it requires the real work of self-discovery. Nonetheless, in this you share a common bond with all men, women, and children, for we are all here to become the-best-version-of-ourselves. The best  way to live, therefore, is in such ways that help you become the-best-version-of-yourself.

This first principle serves not only as a basis upon which to begin to answer the question about the best way to live, but also as a very practical guide to the choices that make up everyday life. In fact, I would go as far as to say that everything in life (and business) makes sense in relation to this single principle. A good friend is someone who helps you become the-best-version-of-yourself. The best meals are those that involve food and company that help you become the-best-version-of-yourself. Good books, movies, and music are those that inspire you to become the-best-version-of-yourself. The purpose of education is to help you become the-best-version-of-yourself. The primary meaning of work is not to make money; rather, when you work hard and pay attention to the details of your work, you develop character and become a-better-version-of-yourself. Marriage is two people encouraging and challenging each other to become the-best-version-of-themselves and raising children and encouraging them to become the-best-version-of-themselves.

Everything makes sense in relation to the first principle. Life is about saying yes to the things that help you become the-best-version-of-yourself and no to the things that don’t. It is not more complicated than that. Of course, we manage to complicate it quite a deal more. On a different plane of thinking the concept becomes a thing of beauty, for we finally realize that anyone or anything that does not help us to become a-better-version-of-ourselves is just too small for us. What liberation and joy we experience when we make this truth our own for the very first time.

The first principle also has its place in the business world. Imagine a team that is consumed with the question “How can this team become the-best-version-of-itself?” Imagine an employee who is constantly asking herself, “What can I do today to help this company become the-best-version-of-itself?” The best employees and managers, the best teams, and the best companies are consumed with this type of thinking.

This concept of celebrating the-best-version-of-ourselves at different moments and in different situations throughout the day brings the philosophical question about the best way to live to a very real and practical level. As our awareness grows we become mindful that we are constantly making choices and that every choice causes us to become a-better-version-of-ourselves or a-lesser-version-of-ourselves.

If we accept the first principle, then the meaning-of-life conversation becomes a fairly short one. You are here to become the-best-version-of-yourself. We all have this in common, so the best way to live, on a macro level for everyone, is by making an effort to become the-best-version-of-ourselves. Thus, on one level the answer to the question “How is the best way to live?” is the same for us all.




The Second Principle 

For thousands of years great thinkers, including Plato, Aristotle, Augustine, Aquinas, Duns Scotus, Descartes, Kant, Marcus Aurelius, Epictetus, have held, each in his own way, that “virtue” is the best way to live. This idea holds true today for all of us; virtue is the second principle.

Every culture, country, and organization has an organizing principle. For Hitler’s Germany it was tyranny. For Castro’s Cuba it is dictatorship. For the United States it is law, which supports democracy and capitalism. For many companies it is reward. For some organizations it is excellence or contribution. For others it is fear.

But what is the ultimate organizing principle—for your life, your family, an organization, a country, or, indeed, all of humanity? Virtue. Not necessarily in a religious sense but simply in the broader, classical Greek sense of the word.

Consider this. Two patient people will always have a better relationship than two impatient people. Two generous people will always have a better relationship than two selfish people. Two courageous people will always have a better relationship than two cowardly people. Two humble people will always have a better relationship than two prideful people. And every aspect of society—in a family, among a community, within an organization, or even between nations—is an extension and multiplication of this single relationship.

Think of it in this way. Who would you prefer as your employees or colleagues: men and women of virtue or those riddled with vice and selfishness? Would you prefer your neighbors be patient or impatient? Would you rather your extended family be generous or self-seeking? Would you prefer honest or dishonest customers? Would you rather have a courageous or a cowardly manager?

The whole world prefers virtue.

In the world of business we may be tempted to say that virtue is a personal matter. Indeed, in some ways it is, but again the virtue of a company’s employees has an enormous impact on every aspect of the business. The virtue of a company is not measured by its mission and vision statements, nor is it measured by a company’s stated values. The virtue of a company is measured by the collective virtue of its employees, managers, and leadership. It would also be a mistake to think that virtue is not necessary for success in business. You may experience short-term gains without virtue. Indeed, vice may even exaggerate those short-term gains. But the discipline of virtue is at the very heart of any long-term success.

Virtue is the essence of excellence in both life and business. So, in virtue, we have another example of how the best way to live is the same for us all.




The Third Principle 

The third principle is simply self-control. The best way to live is with self-control. Self-control may very well be man’s highest need. Without it we are rendered incapable of any sustainable success in life, business, or relationships. For without self-control we are incapable of delaying gratification. Individualism, hedonism, and minimalism all lead to the decay of a person’s self-control and the demise of his or her ability to delay gratification.

There is no success without the ability to delay gratification. What happens to a woman’s personal finances if she lacks the ability to delay gratification? What type of relationships is a man likely to have if he lacks the ability to delay gratification? What quality of work can you expect from a person unwilling or unable to delay gratification? What will happen to the health and well-being of a person who refuses ever to delay gratification?

Now, I am not saying that we should always delay gratification. I am simply saying that in order to live your best life it is a required skill.

 

 

 

In these three principles—you are here to become the-best-version-of-yourself, virtue is the ultimate organizing principle, and self-control is central to the best way to live—we find the  common elements that bind us all together in our quest to answer the question “How is the best way to live?” It is better to live in such a way that helps you become the-best-version-of-yourself rather than to live in a way that diminishes you and makes you less than who you are. It is better to live a life of virtue than a life of vice. And it is better to live with self-control than without it.

Most people’s knowledge of and dedication to these three principles is minimal. At the same time, their dedication to the philosophies of individualism, hedonism, and minimalism dwarfs their commitment to these three principles. There lies the challenge of modern management and leadership.

 

 

 

To an extent, however, the best way to live differs from person to person and at different times of our lives.

The best way for a single person to live may be legitimately very different from the best way for a married person to live. One of my passions is helping young people discover their mission in life. This is the major work of my charitable foundation. When I have the chance to speak to high school and college students, one of my regular themes surrounds engaging “singleness.”

We never have a better opportunity to serve than when we are single. Most people go on to marry, and marriage brings with it a series of commitments and responsibilities that limit  our ability to serve people, causes, and organizations beyond our immediate duties. But in our singleness we can serve generously almost without reserve and in ways that simply would not be possible for a married person.

On a personal level, when I was single the best way for me to live was to be actively involved in a variety of community and charitable organizations. Now that I am married and raising my family, I would be irresponsible as a husband and father to be involved in these volunteer activities to the same extent. It would not be the best way to live, because it would be giving priority to something that is secondary. My primary responsibilities now are as a husband and a father.

In the same way, the best way to live can change as we move through the various seasons of life. What is the best way to live at thirty years old may differ at forty, fifty, sixty, and seventy. This is true even though our primary roles and responsibilities may not change through these different seasons.

And so, in delving into the question “How is the best way to live?” we quickly discover that it is not a question that we ask once, answer once, and are finished with. It is a dynamic question that requires a little bit of our attention every day, week, month, year, and decade of our lives.

So it is that, while the first principle provides a framework and the great philosophers provide compelling insight about the universal role of virtue, the question remains a deeply personal one.

This leads us straight to what may be the single largest deficiency in the work-life balance quest of the past twenty years: personal responsibility. Work-life balance, work-life effectiveness, personal and professional satisfaction—or whatever you choose to call it—is not an entitlement or benefit. Your company cannot give it to you. You have to create it for yourself. You are personally responsible for living the best life you can.

You are personally responsible for the speed of your life and your lifestyle. This is a frightening truth because it causes us to realize that we have chosen and created the life we are living right now. But while it may be frightening for us to think that we have chosen to live our life exactly as it is today, it is also liberating. Liberating because, while we may not like what we find when we look at our lives today, we can now begin to choose differently. If we refuse to face this truth, we become victims who are incapable of thriving and must content ourselves with surviving. In this victim mentality we look to other people, our companies, and the government to create for us a better life. And it is from this place of victimhood that too many look to their companies to create work-life balance for them. The mentality of a victim always leads to entitlement rather than empowerment. Men and women who are empowered look to build a bigger future for themselves, their families, their company, and their country. Those who adopt a position of entitlement look to sustain or even advance what they already have with little or no effort. There is no future in entitlement.

 

 

 

How is the best way to live? You alone have to decide for yourself. But decide and pursue that life. Don’t just stumble through it. Your employer cannot tell you the best way for you to live, nor can the company you work for create a program that will lead you to an abundant life of personal and professional satisfaction independent of your personal efforts. You and I have to take responsibility for these things ourselves, which is so much better anyway. Wouldn’t you rather feel that you have some control over your destiny?




Change the Conversation 

In many ways our lives are simply an answer to the questions we are asked and that we ask ourselves. It is true for the life of a person and for the life of a business. In my work as a management consultant, one of my roles is to change the conversation. Sometimes I am required to change the conversation in a board meeting; other times I am required to change the conversation in a strategic planning session; often I am required to change the conversation for a marketing campaign; and occasionally I get to change the conversation for a whole industry. People, businesses, and whole industries often get stuck in the wrong conversations.

The banking industry provides a perfect example. It doesn’t seem to matter what city I am in, or what highway I am driving down, I see billboards announcing FREE CHECKING. I have been  seeing them for more than a decade. Free checking is no longer a new offer, but the billboards persist.

Now, banking is a highly competitive and massively commoditized industry. That is, the services provided by your bank are widely available and interchangeable with the services provided by every other bank. In such a market, innovation (and hence market dominance) comes not from new products or services but rather from changing the conversation.

The same banking industry spends hundreds of millions of dollars every year on advertising—television advertisements, print media placements, radio spots, and billboards. And what message do they choose to deliver? Free checking. At this point isn’t free checking a given? Isn’t it clear that if you want free checking, you can get free checking? Someone needs to change the conversation, and the bank that does (and does it properly) will capture market share at an alarming rate.

How would a bank change the conversation? Simple. Easy. A new media campaign. Core message: “What’s Your Dream? We Can Help. XYZ Bank.” If you are driving to work and you see this message on a billboard, you are going to have a very different reaction than you would to the “Do you want free checking?” message. Both messages contain a question, but one question leads to entitlement and the other leads to empowerment. Are banks in the “free checking” business or the “partnering with customers to fulfill their dreams” business? I know which business I would rather be in.

Sometimes in business we just get stuck on the wrong question. It happens in life too, and when it does you need to change the question.

Your life today is an answer to the questions you have asked up until now. The good news is that you can change the questions anytime you wish. Ask better questions and you get better answers. Sometimes changing our lives can be as simple as changing the questions we habitually ask ourselves and others.

When I was a child everyone asked, “What do you want to do when you grow up?” When I was in high school everyone asked, “What do you want to do in college?” When I was in college everyone asked, “What do you want to do when you graduate?” So I spent a lot of time thinking about what I wanted to do and a lot of time doing what I wanted to do. The question made me think that life was about doing what you wanted to do. I constantly tried to create situations where I could do exactly what I wanted to do, when I wanted to do it. Fortunately, I was quite successful at this and quickly realized that satisfaction was not to be found in doing whatever I wanted to do. I have never found any lasting happiness doing what I wanted to do. But that was the question society kept placing before me, so that was the question I kept asking myself.

As the years have passed other questions have emerged. How is the best way to live? How can I best engage my talents and abilities to make a contribution? What helps me become the-best-version-of-myself? How can I lighten the burden of those less fortunate than myself? Where do I find genuine satisfaction? But in truth, these questions have been slow in surfacing, and it has taken several cycles of chasing what I wanted with reckless abandon, achieving what I wanted, and experiencing a certain emptiness for me to take these other questions more seriously and make them a more constant part of my inner dialogue and reflection. And, even today, I still find myself occasionally falling back into those old questions.

Questions shape our lives. The good news is that if you change the question, you can change your life.

How is the best way to live? It is a beautiful question. Allow this question a place in your inner dialogue. Start to ponder it. Pause deliberately to reflect upon it. Experiment with it. Explore the best way to start your day. Try several ways and note how you feel as your day begins and ends, your energy level rises and falls, your focus and efficiency wax and wane. Once you have discovered the best way to start your day, experiment with the best way to end your day. Having answered this question, you can move on to the best way to live a weekend. How is the best way to live? It is an incredible question, but let me warn you, do not flirt with this question. A casual affair with this question is not enough, and more than that, a casual fling with this question may do more harm than good. The question needs to be approached rigorously and strategically. If you think you are not willing or able to do that, set this book down  and do not look back upon it until you are ready to fully embrace the question.

Imagine. What would happen if you started to take this one question seriously? What would happen if you approached this question as strategically as Procter & Gamble approaches the development of a new product or as rigorously as Coca-Cola approaches a new ad campaign? This rigor and strategy are the elements that have been missing from the work-life balance experiment of the past twenty years. This same rigor and strategy are just what this book will help you to adopt so you can design and build a deeply satisfying life—personally and professionally.

 

 

 

How is the best way to live? It is a question that challenges us to consider how we are living our one short life and what is possible. It is a question that challenges our lives to evolve. Perhaps we avoid the question because it just seems overwhelming. When that’s the case, we need to remind ourselves that finding the best way to live begins with finding a better way to live.
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