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1. SUCCESS

How to get it and enjoy it

So, you’d like to be a success? Congratulations! You’re not alone. But what does the word ”success” mean to you? What do you have to do to be successful? How will you know when you really are successful? And once you’re there, how can you enjoy your success? These are some of the questions we will be exploring and answering in this book, which is chapter 1 in a series of six short chapters about personal growth and success called The Big Six.

To understand the meaning of success, I have studied some of the world’s best books and audio programs about personal growth, money, happiness and success. Amazingly, there seems to be general agreement on what it takes to become successful. So, welcome to this conversation with me about success in your life, how to get it and enjoy it. Here, you will learn what the ”best of the best” books and mentors have to say about personal development and improving your life.

So, what is your definition of success? What are some of the most successful things you’ve done in your life so far? How many of these have to do with money, and how many have to do with completely different things? For myself, I’d surely choose my three active, curious, healthy sons, my grandchildren and my continued passion for learning. You may have your own ideas.

Certainly, I am proud of my achievements, having written more than fifty books in a language not my mother tongue (an American by birth, I live in Sweden). But what is the point of success if you cannot feel satisfaction?

Now, you most likely cannot be happy all the time. That would be quite unnatural. But what’s the point of having money in the bank, a beautiful home and lots of gadgets, cars and other playthings if you don’t feel good about yourself, your life and your relationships?

So, when I talk about being successful here, I will primarily talk about ways to get what you want in life.

It is easier to talk about achievements – things you can see and touch – that people generally agree make you a success. But, please, let’s not forget all the intangibles, things you can’t touch, like inner peace, satisfaction, balance and harmony.

What is your definition of success? Jot some thoughts down on paper.

Ask yourself:

• Why are you reading this book?

• What is it that you want to find out?

• What is the driving force behind your interest in a book on how to be successful?

There are no right answers, just your thoughts – so write down as many as possible. Are there any surprises in your notes? What does this tell you about yourself? Are you an ambitious person? Do you consider yourself very goal-oriented? Are you a ”go-getter”? I don’t think you’d even be reading this book if you weren’t ambitious (unless someone makes you read it as part of a course you have to take – even then you can get a lot out of it).

Now, jot down a list of successes in your life. Yes, I’m serious about this. For some of you this will be easy. You can think of a lot of things. For others, this is a tricky question. You may consider yourself a failure or, at best, a half-failure in most of what you do. But give yourself some slack on what success means. You may not be a millionaire, or world-famous, but I bet you are a successful bread baker, parent, fence painter, listener, aunt or uncle, jogger, story teller, collector of rocks – or collector of rock music.

There are many successes in your life, big and small. Write them all down.

Success is not something that just ’happens’

Successful people are almost always those who have worked ambitiously to become a success. Would you consider someone who inherits a lot of money to be a success? Probably not. But if they are good at protecting and growing that inheritance, then eventually, maybe yes. Would you consider someone who took over a lucrative family business to be a success? Maybe not. But if they develop and grow the business even more, you’d probably call them successful.

So, one of the key elements of success involves ”action.” People, do something… Look back at your successes. How many on your list were things that just happened to you and how many involved you doing something – experimenting, working, literally getting your hands dirty? One of the misconceptions about success is that it just seems to happen to some people and not to others, like you were born into it or not. Luck, however, is – more than you can ever believe – a result of good planning and hard work. Some of you may doubt this, but it is absolutely true.

Four methods – one is guaranteed to work

There seem to be four ways in which people try to become successful. The first is what I call the ”Lottery” method. They HOPE for success, believing they cannot create it themselves. There is nothing wrong with buying lottery tickets, just as long as you realize that there is about one chance in 6 or 7 million that you will win the big prize. Of course, you can win. Someone usually does win – but your individual chances of winning are very, very small.

Some people do get picked out of lines in stores and become models or movie stars. Some manuscripts are literally dug out of desk drawers and made into bestsellers. Sometimes, that long-lost relative just happens to turn up at the right moment and offer that wonderful opportunity to run part of a well-established business – or an uncle you never heard of in South Africa dies and you inherit a gold mine…

But I think you’d like to increase your chances of becoming a success by yourself – and surely, waiting and hoping are not very good strategies.

Other people use the second method. I call it the ”Gold Rush” method. When gold was discovered in the American West, thousands of people simply picked up their belongings, crammed their families into covered wagons, or just went off by themselves to dig for gold. Very few people actually found any. The most successful people turned out to be the ones that sold digging equipment to the gold miners.

The Gold Rush method is still used today. Say you want to become a successful painter, writer, businessman or woman. There are many people who simply leave their families, homes and friends to move into a totally new environment they feel will finally be the ”right place” for them.

Now, I can respect people whose life situation is so intolerable that this is a necessary step to take. Sometimes you just have to leave. But if you get into the habit of always thinking the grass is greener on the other side or hoping that a new place or a new relationship will bring you success, you may be barking up the wrong tree. There is gold to mine everywhere. Yes, everywhere – if you know where to dig, how to dig and how to keep on digging.

Think of a mountain climber using ropes, stakes and pulleys to inch him or herself up a steep, rocky incline. To successfully continue upward, the well-prepared climber lifts one leg or arm at a time, being careful always to have three points of contact with the mountain. It is very difficult to climb by letting go of everything and jumping up the mountain… Many people try this method – however, I don’t recommend it.

The third approach can be explained by extending the climbing metaphor. I call it the ”Twin Peaks” method.

This is a label for people who try to climb several mountains at the same time. It is very difficult to do. I know from personal experience, because I have lots of projects and lots of ideas bubbling under and I want to make all of them a success… …IMMEDIATELY!

It is very difficult to be a world-class tennis player if you are also trying to become an excellent hockey player. Sure, some people have many talents, but it is extremely hard to become really successful at two things at the same time. It’s like the family restaurant that really works and then you decide to open several others in the hope of eventually franchising. Yes, it can work, and has worked, but what happens to the quality of the first place? What happens to your time? Will you be equally satisfied?

This brings up the issue of Success versus Happiness. Sure, your income potential increases dramatically when you have a whole chain of restaurants, but will your satisfaction increase just as dramatically with more staff, more buildings and more complications? If that is the challenge you enjoy, then by all means go for it. Just think about it first.

Look at successful people and successful businesses. They are almost always very focused.

It is possible to be famous for several things in your life, but your chances of ”making it” increase dramatically when you make a commitment to ONE concept, one idea, one message. That doesn’t mean you can’t play tennis and hockey, or climb several mountains, because if you are happy doing that, then fine. But if your ambition is to reach the top of the peak, then you have to decide first which mountain to climb, what equipment you need, how much help you need, and then you have to start climbing.

The good news…

So, if the Lottery method, The Gold Rush method and the Twin Peaks method do not guarantee success, what method does work? Well, dear reader, I have some good news. There is a method that works.

It’s called having a Serious Plan.

I can almost hear you sigh at that word ”serious”… I know. I’d like success to come in an easier, more glamorous package, too. I’m just telling you the truth, and explaining the wisdom of the ages. You will dramatically increase your chances of attaining your goals if you have a written plan and if you follow through on your plan.

Sure, you can change plans and you certainly need to be flexible and remain open for new opportunities. I am simply saying that you really have to be serious about what you are going to do.

This holds true for whatever you want. Make a few notes. Write down some of the things in your life that you were really serious about – things you spent lots of time and energy to ”make happen.” It could be going after that girl or boy you had your eye on, really learning Spanish, getting a special job or learning how to sew or knit an intricate pattern.

Now, I want to talk about two concepts: massive action and compelling desire.

Massive action is what you can achieve when you are totally focused on attaining your goal. Suddenly, everything around you in your life starts to move, like the first snowmelt of spring on a frozen river. If you are really, truly serious about something, that is a first step to massive action. I am sure there are many times in your life when you have been serious about something. Do you see the connection between that and your eventual success?

Now, write a few notes about some successful people you know personally or have heard about. Ask yourself if they were really serious about doing their best and getting things done? Do you think they had a serious plan to make their dreams into reality? We can learn a lot from role models, people who have been or are successful. Think about it a while and try to see the common theme in why they are successful. I think you’ll discover they hardly sit back and wait to win the lottery.

Massive action is certainly one of the most important ingredients to success. But before we come back to massive action we must have a compelling desire. You can wish for most anything in your life. I wish I could speak French fluently and play the electric bass. However much fun that would be, these two wishes, as of the moment, are not compelling desires. There are simply too many other things that are more important.

You can be interested in lots of things, curious about lots of things and you can dream about lots of things. But what is a really compelling desire? What would you really be sad about if it didn’t happen in your life? What would bring you great joy if it did happen? Try to find out.

What do you really want?

Time to write some notes again. Make a list of everything you want. Go ahead. Make it a long list and don’t be embarrassed about it. There is nothing wrong with wanting lots and lots of things.

You may have ten things on your list, but I wonder if you should stop at ten? Write ten more. Get up to fifty things. One hundred! Fine. Now draw a line through each item on your list that is not absolutely compelling. It would be nice if you had this or got that, but you’d survive nicely without it. Take away even some of the important things and simply leave that which cries out to you as ”compelling,” as in: ”My life would not be complete without this thing.”

There is nothing wrong with wanting a fancy car, a swimming pool or a house by the ocean. It may not be environmentally responsible, but hey, let’s not get into political values just at this moment (I know. They are important too). I am just wondering if these things are still on your list after crossing out everything that is not absolutely compelling.

Besides, I am sure you are aware that ”things” may be less important in the long run than ”feelings.” What do I mean by that?

What seems to be important to success is a feeling of control. In other words, you can get what you want if you want to get it. When people feel in control of themselves and their lives, the element of self-satisfaction seems to increase dramatically. Think about going day after day to a job that you can’t stand. Your boss dominates you. Your workmates are boring and petty. And you come home to a relationship that just doesn’t seem to work. I’d guess you’d say your life situation wasn’t that great.

But if you felt you could leave that job, could find more creative and enjoyable people to work with and, indeed, could improve your relationship at home, you’d have more of a feeling of control. You’d be happier. Of course, you might have to DO something about your situation, too. But it’s that feeling of control that is the first steppingstone to a feeling of success.

Control

The point is, successful people feel they can control their lives. Sometimes I enjoy teasing friends who complain by saying, ”You know, after you’ve turned fifty, you can’t blame your childhood anymore.” In reality, who doesn’t enjoy complaining and whining? I do. But at the same time, knowing that you can really do something about your situation leads to a more optimistic feeling about life.

Blame your mom and dad. Blame society. Blame politics and the president. Blame your boss. Blame your spouse. Blame bad luck. Blame the weather… There can be many reasons for feeling bad. But with a compelling desire and massive action you can literally change more than you can imagine.

Now, that’s a pretty strong statement. Maybe there are some things like diseases you can’t change, I’ll admit that, but you could claim that your attitude towards an illness greatly affects how you can deal with it. I am not blaming you for your sickness or your life situation – I am simply saying that when you take control then it is easier to feel you can influence the tide of events. And that leads to a feeling of better control.

Control may be a steppingstone to success, yet the word control carries with it some worrisome connotations. It’s the ”me, me, me” issue. When we talk about success, we often talk about it in relationship to ”what I want, I need and get.” It’s natural to think of success in terms of reaching your own personal goals.

The problem is that if getting what you want stops somebody else from getting what they want, then in the long run both of you lose. Think about it.

Understand the mountain

Is there room for everyone at the top of the mountain? No. Only one song, book, tennis player, etc. is Number 1 on the charts. Let’s use tennis and pop groups as a metaphor. Lots of people play tennis. Lots of people play the guitar. Only a few people become extremely wealthy playing tennis or playing the guitar. They have climbed the mountain and are at the pinnacle of their professions. You may be very ambitious with the goals of being first up the mountain with your new App, restaurant idea, manuscript or whatever you enjoy or are good at. It’s good to have that compelling desire and high motivation and goal.

To reach closer to the top of the mountain it is good to know how to climb that mountain and to learn from others who have been successful. Get information about what you need to know. Get help. Climb with others. Find a path. Start by putting one foot in front of the other.

Do that. But remember to enjoy the view. And remember that not everyone can be number one, but everyone can climb. This mentality is crucial. If I take myself as an example, I would love to be a best-selling author and a $100,000 a day public speaker. The problem is that I write mostly in Swedish, which is a very, very limited market, and now when I do write in English I have chosen a field (personal growth) that is very, very crowded and competitive. And I have chosen to write e-books, which not everyone even has access to. This doesn’t seem like a good plan.

But my plan is to climb the mountain, enjoy the climb (the writing and PR work) and to enjoy the view from a bit higher up. My goal (and I suggest it be yours) is to understand the steps that need to be taken to climb higher. Once there, make a new plan and climb higher. You may reach the top. You may not. But you will be climbing, and that will give you lots of self-satisfaction and hopefully even some good rewards. Above all, respect the mountain and respect yourself however high you might climb.

Don’t blame yourself

If there is a problem with most of the self-help books, it is that they put a big guilt trip on you, and there is a touch of that is this book. In other words, “It’s my own fault if I don’t have a compelling passion or follow through on a serious plan.” We must also have respect for the societal restrictions, norms and values that surrounded us during our upbringing. Let’s face it, some people do have encouraging parents, clear role models, the benefits of a good education and an “infrastructure” around them that makes it a bit easier to succeed than those who have not been given that background.

There are countless stories of successful people that come from poverty, broken homes, alcoholic parents, broken down housing projects, etc. Still, we must respect our backgrounds and the hardships and limitations that many people have to deal with. It makes climbing a bit more difficult, to be sure. What to do? Respect and acknowledge hardships and limiting circumstances. Look at them with a cold eye and know they have been a part of your life. Then get yourself a serious plan….

The art of win-win

We are brought up to believe in the importance of competition. Many people tell us as kids that this is a cutthroat world where only the strongest survive. I would like to remind you that the overwhelming majority of all human behavior is co-operative, not competitive. We build, create, live and work with other people. Sure, companies compete fiercely for customers, but have you ever wondered why, when a Burger King moves in next door to a McDonalds, instead of one going out of business, the total sales of hamburgers increase?

The laws of biology say that multiplicity is crucial to development. I like to call the biological principle of multiplicity the principle of mutual benefit when it applies to human behavior.

Human beings thrive on co-operation and collaboration and, in the long run, on the principle of mutual benefit. When two people or two groups help each other to realize their goals, then everyone wins. When two people or two groups interfere with one another’s realizing their goals, both lose. It’s a very simple law that all too many people ignore.

So, what are the consequences of this line of reasoning? It is all right for you to wish for anything you want, but make a ”biological” check first by asking yourself, ”Will reaching this goal help me to help others reach their goal?” Any good salesperson knows this concept – he or she is simply helping the buyer to get what they need or want. Tricking or manipulating doesn’t work in the long run. Both partners have to win.

Here’s where the concept I mentioned before about ”political values” comes into play.

Mutual benefit

We must begin to think of the law of mutual benefit as it applies not only to how we treat each other, but also to our environment. (And, hey, let’s remember, we are the environment…) If the business you are building makes you personally wealthy, but interferes with the principle of mutual benefit by destroying species, polluting rivers, eroding farmland, and creating poverty, then you will not, in the long run, be successful at what you do. You are creating too many losers. The planet suffers, and maybe you won’t suffer personally in your lifetime, but your grandchildren surely will.

Does that make you happy? Of course not. So, envision a purpose for your success that creates winners of everyone – where the environment wins, where the people working with you feel good about what they do and with each other, where the products you make are the products of hope.

Take a few minutes, please, to make a few lists. Give examples of some win-win situations where, for example, both boss and employee win, where both the bottom line and the environment win, where wealth is created for all involved instead of just for one.

Give some examples of the opposite, where one partner wins and the other loses. What does this say about the meaning of success? You are discovering (or rediscovering) that, surely, success is about more than becoming wealthy.

Let’s explore the control issue from another angle. I always get a good chuckle out of people who are making notes in their time management calendar while they jabber away on their cell phones. Sorry, I just think it’s funny. Control means more than just feeling you can get what you want. It also involves feeling that you can get what you want in the way that you want to get it.

In other words, if you are forever stressed out with zillions of meetings, phone calls, people wanting your attention and lists of things to do that never seem to decrease, you are running out of control, even if you are putting money in the bank.

Truly successful people report that one of the most important things they feel in control of is their time. They can say ”No” to people, projects and meetings. They put up a ”Do not disturb” notice on their door. They make time for relaxation, meditation or reflection.

You need time to think

Without that time for reflection, things just ”happen” to you instead of you making things happen. You become out of control. That is not success. Success is feeling in control, right?
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